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JUAN AND

NOLI’QUANAVA



Uri Kurlianchik



I SEE THAT HIS LORDSHIP is pressed with the
responsibilities of governing and that melancholy lies heavy on his
shoulders. There is nothing like a good story to release this
pressure. If it pleases his Lordship, I would like to tell him a
fine tale from the newly discovered land to the West.




There is an island not far from Hispaniola
called Wai’tukubuli by the native Muyanaga nation and Dominica by
the Spanish. This island was once inhabited solely by women, and
the trade of these women was war. Now if his lordship imagines a
horde of shrieking Amazons, I must disappoint him — they were
a rather peaceful nation which specialized in the manufacture of
fine bows, hatchets and atl-atls. Due to the natural limitations of
their nation, that is, their inability to conceive of each other,
their numbers never grew and were only preserved through the habit
of adoption. As the fame of their excellent products spread across
what we now call America, more and more braves came to acquire
weapons with which to ravage their foes or fell elks at great
distance. Usually, the Muyanaga would be paid with fine meats,
sacks of corn and choice cloth. More rarely, they would accept baby
girls whom they raised as their daughters.

Of their communal life little is known. They
all practiced a single trade and so the division of duties
according to the strengths and weaknesses of the sexes did not
exist among them. Instead, each member dressed and behaved like a
squaw or a brave according to her inclination. Due to the
fickleness of their nature, their taste in those matters often
changed, and so their life was forever reminiscent of a merry
masquerade in which one’s sex was but a costume to be flaunted and
discarded at will.

Despite the widespread belief that the island
was populated by heinous black monsters that devoured all men who
set foot on it, the Spanish found no evidence of such. Furthermore,
the inhabitants of the island looked nothing like the monstrous
Cain-marked men of Africa. Indeed, their appearance was generally
pleasing — they were tall and graced with nimble bodies and
flawless bronze-colored skin. Their hair was black and coarse and
their costumes were light and colorful after the manner of the
natives of the mainland.

Despite their peaceful politics, these women
were blessed with strength of character rarely found in present
days and which is more reminiscent of the ancients who are well
remembered. This I will presently demonstrate with a story often
told in the natives’ wigwams and in Spanish barracks, albeit
somewhat differently. If it pleases his lordship, I will recant him
the natives’ version as, in my opinion, it is closer to the
truth.

A number of years ago, the Admiral had
departed to Europe on a pressing matter. This had enabled small
groups of conquistadors to leave on private expeditions to various
parts of Hispaniola. Sadly, some of these groups were not motivated
by loyalty to the Crown or curiosity, which is commendable, but by
mere greed for gold or pleasures of the more sordid sort. One of
these expeditions was commanded by one Senor Juan Ramirez de
Alvarez, who surprised his men by leading them to the island of
Dominica, the peculiarities of which I had already relayed to his
Lordship.

The aforementioned Juan had easily defeated
the assembled Muyanagan hosts with a force numbering less than
twenty men and was soon upon their village. While his men raped and
pillaged as the lowest sort of bandits, senor Juan was scouring the
burning village like a man entranced. He was not concerned with the
elegant hatchets or soft robes of the Muyanaga, for his desire lay
with a far more elegant and soft object — Noli’quanava, the
daughter of the chieftainess.

He found her tearful and hiding on top of a
palm. At once he spoke his love to her with the aid of an
interpreter who was once a prince among his people but was now
reduced to slavery.

“Noli,” he called her, being unable to
pronounce or remember her full name. “Last month I laid my eyes
upon you from afar, and since then my heart was captivated by your
beauty. Had I but desired you, I would have taken you by force much
like my men took your handmaidens by force. But my love is
true — witness how I go down on my knee before you, like a
slave before his mistress, and beg you to come down from your tall
tree. Let us return to Hispaniola, where a priest will convert you
and we will marry. Twenty bridesmaids will run before you and I
will make you the envy of your entire race.”

The chieftainess’ daughter, though she feared
the man’s steel armor and Spanish weapons, which were considered
invincible by her people, jumped off the tree, stood before him and
spoke thus, “I wish I died and not heard you. How can I rejoice
when I am but an hour orphaned? How would twenty maids cheer me
when I just saw twenty sisters defiled and slaughtered?”

To that Juan replied, “I wish you would yet
think of my proposal, for I offer you the passage of Christ and
civilization to save your soul from Sodom and savagery. I will soon
have to rejoin my master to aid him in his campaigns. If Indian
arrows don’t fell me, I will return in two weeks.”

Juan started to leave but the squaw shouted
in his wake, “Wait young brave, wait I tell you! You shouldn’t fear
the arrows for I know a secret medicine that will deflect any arrow
shot at you. I have learned it from my spirit-mother… Why do you
laugh, young brave? Don’t you believe such miracles are possible?
Shoot me now and see how potent my medicine is! Just let me prepare
the medicine…”

Now, his lordship should know that the
Muyanaga had a tradition of erecting tall wooden poles by their
wigwams. These poles depicted a series of animals, plants and
fantastic creatures which served both as the identifier and idol of
each clan. As major events occurred in the life of the clan, newer
slices were added to the pole. This was done so that a visitor
could discern the entire history of the clan from a single glance
at its pole.

Presently, the squaw leaned against her
clan’s pole, whispered some words in her language, and pressed both
hands to her eyes in the manner of a Spanish child pretending to be
invisible. Then she said, “I am ready. See now how strong is my
magic, young brave.”

At that Juan placed a bolt in his crossbow
and fired straight into her heart. The arrow pierced the squaw’s
breastbone without hindrance. She gave a mighty sigh and fell by
her clan pole without ever removing her hands from her eyes.

Realizing now what he had done, Juan ran to
his slain beloved. Cradling her in his arms, he planted many kisses
on her eyes and forehead and uttered many prayers to Christ, all to
no avail. His aim was such that the girl was most likely slain mere
seconds after the bolt’s impact.

“God!” he cried, not caring at all to lose
face before his soldiers. “Maybe she faltered in her invocation?
Perhaps the spell only works on those who believe in the Indians’
sorcery… and why did I fire? Am I an Indian to believe in this
witchery and superstition? Ah! Only God knows, for who can
understand the mysteries of a Squaw’s heart but Him?”

At that the interpreter, who, as I have
previously mentioned, was once a prince and a sage among his
people, dared to step foreword and speak. “Doubt not her magic,
great prince,” he said. “Her medicine worked perfectly. Only it was
not for your heart — but hers.”




This is the story as they tell it, your
lordship, and I believe there is much to be learned from it. Now,
if it pleases his lordship, let him release me from the servitude
that was imposed on me by others in his name. I would be honored to
interpret for him, but the shame of slavery does not become me, for
I am a proud man and born to a noble race and a noble clan.




• • •




“Juan and Noli’quanava” is inspired by
Columbus and a Jewish ballad. It was written especially
for the Dreams in Shadow anthology.







THE SHAMAN’S
TALE



Colin McComb



MIDNIGHT ON THE PLAINS of the Sickened Lands,
where the night winds circle the cloud-haunted moon and the plains
warriors circle their fire. The story of the easterners has ended,
and the chieftain will decide their fate shortly in this Court of
the Stars. But for now, all eyes are on this wiry newcomer, the
shaman from outside with magpie feathers woven into his hair. The
chieftain has ordered him to tell his story, to explain why he
should not join the soft easterners in the dinner pots.

The man stops, considers, looking within
himself. His eyes reflect the firelight, magnify it, and the
warriors shift their grips on their spears and bows. The wiry man
kneels by the fire, the feathers in his hair catching the air of
his movement, and he thrusts his fist into the coals. He sucks air
over his teeth, his eyes closed, and his lips begin to move. A cold
wind springs from nowhere and arrows across the fire, splitting it
in two for a brief moment, like waves parting. The wiry man stands
then, and he thrusts his hand into the sky.

He holds flame in his fist, and the plains
dwellers cower back, for inside that fiery aura, his flesh does not
burn. He begins to speak with a voice that is hoarse, quiet, and
filled with the broad accents of the sea.




•




My name is Trembling Crow. I am the son of
the south wind and the Following Star. My cousins are the five
wolves of the hills and the four sharks of the whirlpool, and I am
the slayer of my brothers. My master was the Ocean Fox, who found
me riding a straw mat in the currents of the southern sea. I was
not born in these lands, but I will die in them. I have seen this
in my dreams. That is why I have come.

I will tell you my life, so that you may
understand why I seek my death. I want you to understand why I
command the flame.




•




I remember nothing of my mother, nothing of
my father. I remember only the sea, the sun, the gulls circling
above, and my master standing at the rudder. I worked. I tied
baskets. I caught fish and cleaned them. I learned runes and sat at
his feet as we sailed from island to island. He sang songs to the
wind spirits to fill our sail. He chanted the fish into our nets.
We slept in our vessel, a cog twenty feet long. On blazing days we
took shelter under the canvas. During storms we took shelter in the
leeward bays of the countless islands of the Island Sea. We swam
often.

He told me: “You were born of the sea. I
found you as we find driftwood on the shores. You came floating to
me on a woven mat. The sea gave you to me. You gave it your
childhood.”

I did not question this. It was only strange
to me later. But I will explain shortly.




•




Our kind have sailed the Island Sea since
before the Upheaval. We were there before the islanders fled the
Burning Sky. We were there before the rise of the empire to the
east. We were there before the rise of the empire to the south. We
carry ancient wisdom. I was consecrated to the four elements in
this tradition.




•




My first consecration was to the sea. I stood
on the deck of our small boat, struggling, as the old shaman gashed
my arm with an obsidian knife. He held my wound over the sea. My
blood mingled with the water. He chanted as I fought him, as the
sharks gathered around the boat. He stopped chanting and I stilled,
watching the fins like teeth. Then he pushed me in.

Water washes away our sins. Water washes away
our knowledge. All we know is water, its ebb and flow. Our bodies
are water. Water is eternity, full of terrible depths and the bones
of countless sailors below its surface.

I do not remember what happened next. I do
not know why I was not devoured by the sharks. I do not know what
the currents of the sea whispered in my ear. The price of my wisdom
was my childhood and its memories. This is why I remembered no
parents but the Ocean Fox. I was given the memory of that moment on
the boat by a gull circling above our craft when I gave myself to
the wind.

When my head broke the surface for air at
last, the wound on my arm had closed. This is when my memories
begin. I had no fear of the sharks brushing my legs: my new
brothers. I dove beneath the surface and swam for minutes to reach
our cog. I rose from the water into a new life.




•




We cast nets and sailed about the Island Sea.
I spoke already of my earliest memories. This is when they
happened. I listened to the chanting of my master and learned. He
gave me stories of the people who are lost. He sang songs of the
vanished age, he told me of their wonders. Enough food for
everyone, he said, and sickness a dream. I took the lessons of
these stories to heart, and cast aside the myths: bring bounty to
others, and heal their injuries. We could restore this time in our
hearts, if not in reality. This was our mission. This was the
mission of our forefathers. This was the tradition we carried.

We sailed among the island towns. Some of
them sat in low-lying harbors. Some climbed cliff faces. Some
islands were ruled by a single leader. Independent towns scattered
across other islands. Some towns sheltered pirates, but the pirates
did not prey on the other islanders, except in times of famine. So
many different people. What they had in common was need: need for
us.

They asked us for our blessing. They wanted
fish swept into their nets, or their sick made well. They wanted
old wisdom and spells for their everyday pains. We gave to them
what we could. They accepted it and it worked. They came back to us
when we came back to them.

Always, always they rowed to us when we cast
anchor in their bays. They rowed to us because the Ocean Fox does
not set foot ashore. The sea provides him all he needs, and what
the sea cannot, the islanders do. I went to the village markets for
him, and they soon learned to recognize my face. They treated me as
a shaman. I was younger than the adults, but they respected me for
my master’s sake. It may have been the knowledge of water tattooed
behind my eyes.

Once, the other children asked about my
parents. They were my age, but they feared me. I told them, as I
told you, that my master was my only father and my only mother. The
eyes of the children went wide. They did not understand, and they
laughed at me behind their hands. I did not know what to do with
the wave of anger and shame that welled in my heart. I wove a leash
of water around the throat of one of these children, and I gathered
our supplies to return to the boat. I led the child to the wharf,
where the Ocean Fox read my face from our mooring spot in the
harbor, and he shouted his question at me. I shouted back to him:
Sacrifice.

He laughed and brought our cog closer to the
wharf.

“Son,” he said, “we do not sacrifice children
for our pride.” He addressed the cowering boy. “Who are your
parents?”

The child answered him, and the Fox said,
“Bring your father to me and the headmaster of your village to us.”
When those two came to us, bowing low, the Fox asked them, “Which
is greater, the life of one or the life of the many?”

“Why, the many, of course,” they replied.

“And if the many should be threatened, is it
permissible to sacrifice the life of one to preserve them?”

“Yes, absolutely,” replied the
headmaster.

“The shaman’s mind must be clear in all
things,” said the Fox. “If it is cluttered with pride, shame, or
fear, he becomes worthless. My apprentice has been shamed by this
man’s son. It is not the boy’s fault, of course. Nonetheless, my
apprentice’s mind is crippled with shame, and this shame must be
removed. I know of only one remedy.”

“What is that?” asked the father.

“Blood. Your blood or the blood of your son,”
said the Fox. “Without that cleansing, we will not return to this
town.”

The headmaster understood that he meant the
town would die. The father understood it as well. He did not fight
his fate with any great strength. I cut his throat in the harbor
myself. What we did not eat, we fed to the sharks.

We brought many fish to the town in exchange,
and the children never bothered me again.




•




When we left that town, the Ocean Fox said to
me, “It is time you learned the wind. We will go to the isle of
Ourmagh.”

For the next week, we tacked and veered. He
told me of the birds and asked me to identify them by their shapes
from far below. He steered us into contrary winds and made me
choose paths between rocky islets using only the sails. Through all
of this, he chanted and chewed dried fish. At night when we dropped
anchor, he lay awake singing softly. Those songs lived in my head
for the next days, and I found myself singing them softly as I
worked. He did not let me eat that week, nothing except for a few
bitter weeds and some fresh water, and by the time we reached
Ourmagh I was faint with hunger.

Ourmagh is a black and rocky finger
outstretched from the depths of the sea, hundreds of spans tall and
as wide around as many trees. It is covered with crags, small
outcroppings, and the nests of birds. The rocks are sharp and
splintered. We moored out in the leeward harbor, and the Ocean Fox
said, “Climb it.”

“What do I do when I have reached the top?” I
asked.

“Wait until you receive a vision,” he
said.

“What if I don’t?” I asked.

“Then you will die,” he said simply.




•




I swam to the base of Ourmagh at dawn, riding
the waves around the treacherous rocks at its base. Sea lizards and
crabs fled the pounding breakers, and they escaped my hands when I
tried to snatch them for food as I dashed past. I had no time to
hunt them, or else I would have caught one eventually. I needed to
reach the top of the spire by nightfall, or I would surely die.

The waves tore me from my feet more than
once, and if I had not clutched at the rock, I would have been
tumbled against it or swept out for a more sickening plunge on the
next wave. My friendship with the water was for nothing here, for
the places where the elements meet are never kind.

At last I climbed beyond the reach of the
water, and though I was exhausted, I continued to climb.

The day wore on. Every inch I climbed was a
knife. My hands and feet were slick with blood within an hour, and
sometimes handholds crumbled between my fingers. The ocean beat
furiously on the jagged rocks below, jealous of this stronghold.
Gulls clouded my head with their wings, trying to drive me from
their nests. The winds howled around the spire, and though I was on
the far side of the mount, the air pried at me with thousands of
little fingers.

I do not remember how high the climb was. It
was my entire life. All that came before was small, small as the
boat bobbing in my shadow. All I had ever been was this bleeding
insect clinging to this wall. I felt no anger, no happiness. All
was desire and cold.

Some time later, I could look down and see my
progress, but the top was no nearer. The peak withdrew ahead of me,
the mountain growing as I climbed. An hour later, I came to a flat
ledge, and my body begged me to stop. I paused there for a moment,
drinking the stale water from the puddle in the center of the
ledge, and I could climb no farther. Night would fall on me here,
and I would not learn the songs of the air. I could not move.

But I found myself on the wall again. Sweat
poured into my eyes. Another handhold crumbled beneath my hand, and
I swung from my fingers while I struggled for a better grip. I
found it, black stone cutting into my fingers, and I heard the cry
of the magpie. I heard the cry of the magpie, I say, and I let go,
falling backward toward the sea. The shadow of the magpie crossed
my face as I looked into the sun. The flap of its wings brought the
wind’s words into focus. I had been hearing them all day, but I did
not have the ears to listen. I listened now.

Wind is time. Wind is the future and the
past. Wind is language and memory. Wind has seen all things. We
need but listen. I listened, and wind filled my head with
dreams.

I saw many things in those dreams. I saw
cities of metal and smoke. I saw distance as an illusion. I saw the
world that is gone and that the ancients paid no heed to the
spirits of sea and sky, and so they suffered their doom. I took
visions that none would believe.

I woke curled on top of the spire of Ourmagh,
the edges within my reach. The morning sun bathed my face. The
feathers of magpies were scattered around me. I wove some into my
hair and dove into the water so far below me. The Ocean Fox
welcomed me home.




•




I will not tell you how I came to know the
chants of the earth. The lords of the earth have a home in caverns
streaked with gold and minerals men consider precious. They are
jealous of their privacy and their power. I will not speak of them.
I will say this, though: Even the Ocean Fox, who is as fearless a
one as I have ever known, fears them. The reason he does not set
foot on land is fear of them. When he was young, he was simply the
Fox, and he traveled wherever he pleased. He found doorways to
worlds behind our world, the spaces between space. He was bold in
his power, but he offended the lords of the earth. He took to the
sea in fright, and he says that touching land again will mean his
death.

He knew of the chants of the earth, and he
taught me to be humble before the earth lords. They taught me
strength and patience. I will not tell you the secrets they
taught.

The gift they gave me was the knowledge of my
birth. When I emerged from their cave and returned to our vessel, I
told the Ocean Fox, “I want to go to Suryat.”

“We will go to Suryat,” he replied.




•




Suryat is one of the southernmost islands of
the Island Sea, and one of the most haunted.

Let me tell you a tale of Suryat.




•




It is closest to the northern deserts of the
southern empire, and so it brushes the winds that howl from that
wasteland every ten years. This wind carries death. It is like a
plague, but is not. When these winds have blown through their
season, they leave behind nothing deadly. The crops grow strong
then, their fields covered in light ash.

The southern shores are guarded by black
pyramids. They are covered in soot, and the spirits of the land and
sea shy away from them.

Like all islanders, the Suryati know the
cycles of the weather. They watch the wind and tide. They count the
fish in their nets. They watch their fields and the flights of the
birds. They know the cycles of the days and the years. When the
time of the plague winds comes, the Suryati board their boats and
flee to northern islands, far outside of the darkening clouds of
the south.

In between these years, they tend to their
lives, as do any people. In the fall, they bring their boats ashore
and tend to them, so that the ocean will not destroy them with
heavy waves and storms.

It was in the fall that the winds shifted
for the first time in hundreds of years. The plague winds were
coming early, and there were not enough boats ready for all the
people to flee. The black clouds loomed on the horizon, and the
parents made a heartbreaking decision: they would pack as many
children and infants as they could on the seaworthy boats, with a
pair of adults to man the oars or rudders, and the rest of the
Suryati would have to find their own way.

Some of them tried to make boats of their
own, but there was not enough time. The trees on Suryat were not
old enough to make strong vessels.

If the Suryati had been other than they
were, they would have despaired. They would have made themselves
rich from the homes of their neighbors for a brief time. They would
have killed, raped, and robbed. They would have taken their lives,
the lives of their children.

But they did not despair. Hunna the weaver
wove as many mats of reeds and grasses, and made them as watertight
as possible, as he could before he could do no more. He and his
wife went to the parents of the children who remained behind for
lack of ships and offered them a risk: let the children breathe of
the plague winds or take their chances at sea on these rafts. All
who could said yes. Their children had seen five or six years and
were too young to be of use around the village, too young to
understand why others must go.

Tukka, one of the fishers, brought his dried
fish to the launch of the rafts. Tors the smith carried twenty jugs
of fresh water from the mountain spring to the beach. Hansil the
tanner wove leather scraps to make shelters from the blazing
sun.

The seas were already rough with the coming
storm. The children cried and screamed as their parents pushed the
mats into the heaving water. Two of them leapt from the mats and
struggled back to shore to die with their parents. The other
eighteen stayed aboard and drifted into the current. Some of them
grasped the mats of the others, that they might float together into
the unknown.

When the children had disappeared, the
parents climbed the tallest hills of Suryat and awaited the storm.
They greeted their fates with open faces.

When the storms had passed, those who had
fled returned and buried their dead.

These were the Suryati.




•




We came into sight of Suryat in the early
days of summer. We anchored in the northern bay. I swam to shore,
riding the small waves to the pebbly beach. Gulls took to their
wings as I came up, great flocks of them darkening the air. Out in
the bay, I heard the Ocean Fox call one down to him. He speaks
their language well.

As soon as I set foot on the island, I felt
the fear from the ground. I almost turned around to go back into
sea. I had never felt this before. Something had risen that took no
part in the laws of the land. It was a force like a black wall. A
black wall dripping blood. It pushed me back for a moment, and I
staggered in the surf.

I leaned forward into it as if it were a
wind. It stretched before me. I vomited before I took five steps. I
wanted to stop. I wanted to leave. But this was the reason I had
been called to Suryat. This was as clear as the stones beneath my
feet and the birds in the sky. After five more steps, the strength
of the sickness lessened, but it was all around me, like fog.

I quickly found the reason the gulls had
gathered. I climbed the hill above the tide line and up to the
small village. It was empty, quickly emptied. One house had burned.
Doors were open. Clothes were spilled across the floors. And blood.
There was blood everywhere. It was not an evacuated town — it
was abandoned and massacred. Death and her maidens had walked
through these narrow streets, riding the winds to destroy.

The fog of plague was thicker here, but it
was not my destination.

I walked through the village and found steps
carved into the lightly wooded hillside, planks set into the ground
to hold stairs leading upward, stairs of mud and gravel. Even as I
ascended, each step took me deeper into the heart of the illness.
Each step whispered to me that I would fall and be consumed by
beetles. Every breath told me of the grave. Every smell was dust
and decay. Dead hands slowed me. Dread grew with each step.
Although I climbed, I felt the weight of the earth upon me.

At last I reached the top. A small monument
to the dead parents of Suryat stood there, as tall as I am.
Surrounding it, head-sized white marble stones marking the spots
where each of those devoted parents fell. A slender flame the size
of my fist danced atop the monument. It beckoned me closer, and
when I took a step toward it, it swelled and wrapped me in arms of
fire.

I fell in pain and woke from blackness in a
small dark hut. Six waist-high fires danced in six of the eight
corners. The fires gave off no smoke. The ceiling was twice my
height, wood-beamed and charred. In the center of the floor, under
a ragged hole in the ceiling, sat a cage. The cage was of woven
fire, thin strands of orange and gold. Inside it sat a…
thing.

It was a carved figurine, the size of my
forearm. I could not look at it for long. In flashes, this is what
I saw:

Many-armed, six-horned, and three-clawed,
like a lobster. Its four wings were those of a dragonfly and those
of a tattered bat. Its face was monstrous. It was a wrongness, and
the poisoned air poured from it. I looked on this horror and I
heard the voice of the flames.

This is why you have come.

“I came because I thought I was one of the
lost children of Suryat,” I replied. “I came to discover my
parents.”

You have no place on Suryat. There is only
this. Take it.

“I do not want it,” I said.

Take this from the Island Sea.

“What if I do not?”

We cannot compel. We can only ask.

“I cannot.”

You can. We would not have called you
else.

“What must I do?”

We shall teach you the dance of the inferno.
When we release the cage, you must grasp that which it contains. We
shall give you the power to hold it. When you have bound it in
yourself, you must dance the eight steps and trap it within that
blaze. Then you must take it beyond the Island Sea, to the
wastelands of the north. The eyes of flame see no farther than
this.

“I will do this.”

They taught me the eight steps of the dance,
and the two flames that made the cage disappeared and reappeared in
their corners. I took the idol in my hands. It was carved of flesh
and pain, and it writhed in my hands as I raised it to my mouth. I
chewed each piece as quickly as I could, and when I was done, I
began the first step.

The pain in my stomach was nothing I have
felt before. I staggered through the dance, and with each step the
agony grew worse. But when I completed the last step, it
vanished.

We thank you, Trembling Crow. You are ours,
and we are yours.

I bowed my head and closed my eyes.




•




When I opened them, I sat cross-legged in
front of the monument again. The sky had cleared, and the stench of
evil was gone. I took the steps back to the beach and called to my
master in the harbor.

The Ocean Fox brought the cog to the shore,
but as he neared, he shouted in horror and drove the craft back
into the harbor. He called to me from the safety of the waves.
“Trembling Crow, what have you done?”

“I am doing the bidding of the flame,” I
called back. “We need to sail north!”

“I cannot do this with you,” he shouted. “The
creature you have become would overwhelm me.”

“I am no different than when I landed. I need
your help.”

“No! No! Trembling Crow, you must do this on
your own.”

“But I need a vessel, master, or I will be
stranded here.”

“I am not your master any longer. You have
passed me.”

He called up a wind, and it filled the sails
of the cog.

“Goodbye, my son.” These were the last words
I heard from the Ocean Fox. I watched until he rounded the spit and
made the open water, and then I began looking for a boat of my
own.

By the time night fell, I had been across the
island and had found nothing but dead Suryati. I felt the sickness
in my belly slowly growing. With it came terrible knowledge. I saw
how it had come to Suryat:

A Suryati stealing into one of the
great black pyramids, entering the vast chamber of sacrifice,
spying the idol of the guardian on the altar. Fleeing before the
priest returns, returning to his boat, and then overwhelmed in his
mind. Returning to Suryat and flesh. Slaughter. And then the
cage.

The image of the cage awoke memory in
me — the memory of the lost children. I gathered thick grass
and began to weave a mat for a ride from the southern reaches of
the sea to the north.
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Dawn draws near. I will not tell you of the
ride across the sea. The waves calmed at my approach, but birds and
fish alike fled from me. I came across the wreckage of an imperial
battleship. A lifeboat bobbed amid the broken wood, stocked with
water and a dead man. I made a sail, and the spirits of the air
filled it with their thanks.

When I struck land on your southern shores,
the earth quailed before me. A brace of magpies took flight, and I
followed the magpies north across the blasted hills. I fought a
creature made of metal and blood that challenged me, and its
lightning failed it. I came north. I have come to this place
because I must.

Now I say this to you: I have left the dreams
of the open sea behind me because I seek a vessel for that which I
command, which commands me. I have traveled this far and no
farther, because the vessel must now come to me.




•




With that, he opens his fist and releases the
flame. Dawn creeps across the faces of the warriors, and they prod
their hostages into the shelter of the trees and the rude huts,
there to await the coming of the next starred night. The chieftain
watches the shaman, who is crouching by the fire with closed
eyes.

The chieftain speaks, his voice harsh. The
shaman replies, his eyes still closed. The chieftain speaks again,
harsher, angrier. His warriors edge uneasily closer to the shaman,
tightening their grips on their weapons. The shaman sighs, stands
slowly, and opens his eyes. Malaise spills from his chest like
blood, driving the warriors to their knees as with the weight of
chains. He speaks a few words, and they, trembling, seize their
leader. Fear of the chieftain has been utterly replaced by fear of
the stranger, their new commander.

Their old one dies slowly.

When the chieftain is dead at last, Trembling
Crow moves to the trees’ edge. He speaks with the captives from the
east for a time. He points to the masks that lie around their necks
and asks questions. He appears satisfied with their answers, for he
leans back against a tree and closes his eyes again.

He might be dreaming. His new tribe gathers
uneasily around him, fearing for the future.




•




“The Shaman’s Tale” is one of the
connected tales from Colin McComb’s second book in the
Oathbreaker series — The Magus’s Tale, due
out in May of 2012. The first volume, 
The Knight’s
Tale, has recently been released, and Colin
urges you to buy it and tell all your friends about it.
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— PROLOGUE —



THE WHOLE WORLD CHANGED, right there in the
middle of that hot, hellish August night all the way back in
1987.

Don’t be nervous if you didn’t notice the
shift. Most people didn’t.

There wasn’t an explosion or anything, if
that’s what you’re wondering.

The entire Harmonic Convergence was pretty
subtle, all things considered. The opening of the otherworldly
Window of Light, which presaged the ongoing countdown to the birth
of the Sixth Sun and the closing of the 11:11 doorway; the rundown
to when our simulation of mortality exhausts itself and the
wave-form of theoretical novelty collapses to zero-state in the
shadow-dance of the machine-elves… it was all surprisingly
underground.

As were the subsequent years of Fifth-Earth
cleansing, which went relatively unnoticed.

As were the recent wars between the gods. All
off the books.

As is the new shape of the universe.

That’s because the people who rule the world
now didn’t want you to notice.

They like keeping secrets.

And the fuckers are very, very good at
it.

 



PART ONE: Cigarettes &
Suicide-Notes



Day, n. A period of twenty-four hours,
mostly misspent.

— Ambrose Bierce




— Chapter 1: Meet Chance
Smalls —



I sat there, cross-legged on the floor, tired
and hating myself just a little bit more than I cared to admit, in
a cold and echoing gold and black marble-appointed bathroom
designed like some great Greek amphitheater, throwing worn-out
playing cards one-by-one into a battered old leather shoe covered
in dog-shit and faded bloodstains.

This was the waiting part, and it was
probably supposed to bug me.

Well, it was working.

The sprawling suite had two other bathrooms,
both opulent beyond any reasonable scale. One had a tier of three
black-marble fountains on a series of pedestals around a raised
dais supporting a dark, frosted-glass jacuzzi big enough to host a
small convention of strippers and rock stars. The other was
simpler, just large enough to play handball in, made mostly of
mirrors and sunken rock gardens filled with ash-white sand and
shelves of matching towels thick as loaves of bread.

This one, my favorite, had an extremely
well-stocked minibar.

Every shower in the place had at least five
heads, each glittering like the vault of Hades his own-damned-self,
and there were broad, curving stairs scattered around, here and
there between the shadowy and shining rooms, for no other reason
than to show off… or, perhaps, to give the vast and near-religious
openness of the immense enclosure an air of closeness and
intimacy.

You could pack three hundred people in here,
easy, and each one of them would have their own startling,
sumptuous view of the place.

It also had no front door.

The only way into or out of the suite was
through one of those big windows like something out of an airport
terminal overlooking the neon and asphalt below, or the
waterfall-filled double-doors leading out onto a shimmering terrace
with a hanging garden, yet another shallow pool, and two more
fully-stocked bars and a spiral staircase up to the helipad, and
for all my vaunted goddamn mystical powers, I still had yet to
figure out how to get my happy ass to fly.

It was a fifty-some-story drop to the ground,
at my best guess. Maybe sixty.

The height, I supposed, was also supposed to
bug me.

That was also working.

So I sat in the bathroom, back against a
solid wall, and thought, and measured out my life in the warped,
chipped, half-broken, deep-twisted and near-forgotten coffee spoons
that have lately made up my skipping and stuttering existence.

The missing moments were getting worse, I
finally decided.

My ass was chilled from the unrelenting floor
underneath my cheap black suit, and my legs were going numb from
the crumpled-lotus of my shitty posture, but the worst part was
definitely the increase in bubbles and motes slipping away.

Lately, it was like listening to a favorite
song and missing half of it to the chops and breaks and scratches
and static of a bad download, like talking to someone you love
madly on a crap cell connection; you’re walking too-quick and
breathless through the woods in the middle of a muggy, buggy summer
evening, and she’s on a jammed city bus half a continent away on a
bleary afternoon, juggling her chai latte and her briefcase next to
some hipster asshole with his headphones up just a little too
loud.

And the bus is stopped in heavy traffic.

Next to a construction site.

In a tunnel.

Every moment precious, and you’re missing it
all in a fuzzy blur that’s just getting worse.

The cards were greasy and cold in my hands,
and I idly watched the most recent card spiral out wide and away as
I pitched it at my scuffed brown dress shoe.

It missed.

I watched with the clarity of one too many
sips from the mini-bar as the ten of clubs clipped the leather,
slipped the tight spin, skipped and went skittering away across the
polished marble to vanish forever behind a toilet nicer than my
car.

And then, involuntary like I was sneezing, I
caught the raw, red hiccup of reality on its backlash, bringing up
a wave of goose bumps, and the card was sailing out of my
fingertips again.

Nothing hard. Nothing anyone would notice.
Nothing you could ever prove.

Nothing but net, this time. The ten of clubs
sunk with a wicked slash into the cold, worn hole that yawned open
where my unwashed foot was supposed to go.

Cheating.

Always, always cheating.

Cheating at life. Cheating myself. Cheating
on everyone I had ever loved and everything I ever wanted to do or
to be.

Out there, somewhere, everyone I ever lost
knew what an asshole I really was.

And there, with that simple cheat, went
another eighth of a second from somewhere else — from some
other moment, in some other place, before or after, snipped free
from the middle of a school play or a family dinner or a
biochemistry lecture or a raunchy joke during a goddamn night out
drinking with a friend who’s probably dead and buried now.

Or worse: gainfully employed, happily
married, and forgotten all about me.

I realized that I was near tears, and I tried
to tell myself that it was because I was worn out and run down and
sick of being pushed around; mad at myself for wasting my juice
cheating at some stupid, meaningless time-eating game when I should
have been getting ready to bend the entire planet in half with my
hands; and then I suddenly realized the sickest part of it all.

They say, sometimes, that you can’t torture
someone who cheats the second hand by leaving them alone to stew.
Solitary confinement rolls right off our backs, is the word on the
street. We never get bored or lonely or nauseous with wastelands of
endless, ticking dread, because us time-thieves just grin and fill
our larcenous hourglasses right up with all those empty moments
we’re not bothering to live in.

That’s mostly bullshit, as anyone with my bag
of tricks will tell you, but it’s a useful fiction in my line of
work. Nearly as useful as being able to dodge bullets, rewrite a
gunshot wound, and unbreak legs.

Which meant that the Rooftop Hierophants
weren’t keeping me here just to bust my balls. I was on ice for a
reason. For a job. For a gig, and a big one.

Oh, shit.

Time to get my game face ready.

I went and made myself another drink.

 


— Chapter Two: The Name of the Game
—



The bastards touched down just after two
a.m., landing on the immaculate raked sand and poured glass of the
terrace like silent bolts from heaven, their long black coats
fluttering around them in a wash of falling grey feathers and
incense smoke as they dropped.

Three of them. One broad-shouldered, bald and
bearded with a black-tattooed neck like he was ready to throw
someone off a building; one thin and young and smirking, decked out
in a lopsided haircut, ripped jeans and sunglasses all probably
somewhere in the two-grand dollar range; the last a tall, icy-blond
guy with a jawline you could cut lemons on.

A murder of Rooftop Hierophants, all just for
me.

I suppose I’m just glad that if SOMEONE has
figured out how to get their happy asses to fly, that they at least
manage to do it in style.

I looked around — now both of my shoes
were missing. Dammit.

I picked my clinking tumbler up off the bar
and wandered out into the night sky. Colder than I expected, since
even dry, midsummer air gets cold this high up at this late hour,
and biting through the thin shittiness of my frayed old
suit-jacket.

“Evening, gentlemen. I understand you wanted
to see me about something?”

They exchanged looks. The blond one spoke up,
his voice thick with a German accent that I wasn’t sure wasn’t
fake. “Doctor. We’re sorry to —”

I interrupted him. “It’s just Doc. Doc
Chance. And, you know… apology accepted.”

He hated that a little, so I concluded by
winding up and pitching my glass off the edge of the roof,
contemplating the way it twinkled as it plummeted. That got him
good and focused on me, while the skinny one lost his smirk.

The big bald one didn’t react. He was the one
to watch.

I continued. “So let me guess. You guys have
had me up here for —” I made an elaborate show of checking my
watch, “— hell, for eighteen hours? Man, time flies.”

They frowned at that. They were right: it
wasn’t funny.

I grinned at my own joke anyway and rubbed my
stubble. “That must mean that you’re in pretty serious need of my
services. This, I understand. My rates are public, and you’ve got
impeccable credit. But I’ll tell you, anything I can do in terms of
medical attention, you know for a fact you can do better — and
on a much more efficient time frame. So I figure that what you need
little old me for speaks to an ugly scuffle with the Alleyway or
the Underneath Hierophants, or even something in-house. Something
you want done discreetly. Am I warm?”

The blond one blinked. “You will be
compensated for —”

“For my time. Ha. Yeah. Heard that one
before.”

I walked back inside. “Let’s talk about the
job. I hope it’s interesting.”

They followed me in. I made a drink, and
offered the boys a round on the house. They declined. I made some
stupid joke, and then I heard the pitch.

I left. The job was, it turned out,
interesting.

 


— Chapter Three: Back on the Streets
—



I used to have a recurring dream of someday
pulling up front of the Unlocked Clockhouse in a limo, of getting
out of the back with a knockout on each arm in a suit so nice that
the guys smoking out front would shit themselves, and of walking in
and just punching Riki right in his stupid, sneering, dreadlocked
white-boy face.

In my dream, I’m also, like, a foot
taller.

Tonight was not the night my dream came
true.

But it sure as hell came a lot closer than my
average night in this dive, and the looks on the faces of the
clientele, especially the Tick-Tick Boys, as I stepped out of the
grey sedan and hopped the curb with the crunch of gravel under my
shoes, were just about on the level I was looking for. Not quite,
but I took what I could get.

“Let’s keep the trouble down tonight, fellas.
I’m just looking for Veronica. Business.”

I wouldn’t call the Clockhouse a “theme bar,”
precisely, unless the theme was “a good place to find broken glass
and dirty needles,” but it has its own rustic charm. There’s a pool
table and a dartboard, and an old pre-Internet jukebox; so there’s
not a lot of Lady Gaga on the stereo, and a customer can find a
beer and a shot for under five bucks. And for whatever reason, it’s
a local hangout for my type.

Meaning, in this instance, time-thieves and
casual criminals rather than heavy-drinking, vaguely Asian
med-school dropouts, which means that it’s a good place to get the
lay of the land. Unfortunately, it also means that I get to rub
elbows with Riki’s little friends and, on occasion, the Kohai of
the Many-Fanged Monkey God when they’re in town… neither of which
group, sadly, I’m in what you might call “good standing.”

I sat down and ordered something expensive.
Then I dropped a fifty on the bar with Veronica’s name written on
it and told him to keep the change.

Not magic, precisely, but close enough. And
far more reliable.

I sipped, took in the ambiance of the corner
dice games and the guy nursing a PBR while watching a muted episode
of Married With Children, and waited to be hassled by one of
Riki’s dumber goons.

“Heard the Warden was looking for you,
Smalls.”

Ah, here’s one now. Lester, I think it is.
Ugly guy, with a face like a rat’s asshole rubbed against a
cheese-grater and left out in the sun.

“Warden? No. He’s busy in Prague, last I
heard. Something to do with a Reaving and some double-dip with
Hitler, no doubt. So, how are the alley-dogs treating you?”

“You know, I heard you had a smart mouth,
Doc. Smart mouth that keeps getting you in trouble. That why you’re
holed up in Chinatown these days, instead of coming around here and
getting your ass kicked?”

Over his shoulder, I saw three guys stop
playing pool. And I also saw the back door open.

“Yep. That and sleep with women other than
your mother. That bitch won’t stop texting me.”

“Did I say ‘smart’ mouth, Doc? Cuz you seem
pretty dumb to me.”

“You’re not the first one to say that. Oh,
sorry — my date is here.”



Veronica was standing next to me, now. “What
up, Doc?”

The look on Lester’s face when he saw who I
was meeting was just past the point of stunned shock and into minor
horror, which is very much what I was hoping for.

Veronica has that effect on people. She’s not
from around here, or so the story goes, so her fashion sense and
sense of humor are a little… off. But that wasn’t it.

It also isn’t that she looks like a
dead-ringer for a Barbie-doll, except five-foot-one, maybe, and
about a hundred pounds nothing, with bright green eyes and
cast-bronze skin and a chest I’d bet the farm is solid thirty-two
double-D under that bikini top.

The thing is that Veronica is from somewhere
or sometime a whole lot more dangerous than it is around here, and
she has a thing for large, curving knives that would be
exceptionally creepy even in a less dolled-up knockout of a lady.
Also, she sort of pops up in the space between ticks of the clock,
faster than me or, probably, anyone else in the room.

She’s solidly, no bullshit, probably the best
there is at what we do. She’s also crazy and far too dangerous for
most folks to tangle with.

I dropped another fifty on the bar and stood
up. “A round for my friends here. Miss, if I may?”

“Oh, most soitenly!”

Shit. Somebody introduced her to the Three
Stooges.

 


— Chapter Four: Long Walks & Short
Piers —



There are a few places in the city where I
feel safe talking shop.

One of those is my place. It’s isolated and
quiet, and best of all it’s surrounded by several blocks of Chinese
people who regularly buy things from me, so it’s a good location.
But since I had been picked up, all too literally, at that exact
spot not too long ago, it didn’t feel secure all of a sudden.

There are relatively fewer places where
Veronica doesn’t exactly stand out, and where I can talk to her
without staring too much.

All-night, second-run movie-places are
perfect — loud and flashy, with both of us facing the same way
and plenty of space between our little island in the dark and all
the other degenerates out on the town for the night. And they’re
cheap.

We went to one of those.

I laid it on the line.

“So, what if I told you that someone has been
killing servants of the Rooftop Hierophants? Picking them off in
little hit-and-run jobs, making them look like suicides and
accidents at first, but getting bigger and bigger?”

“I would say that’s pretty stupid. They’re
the biggest game in town. On the continent, in fact.”

“Yeah. My thoughts exactly. What if I said
that they’re bringing someone out of cold storage to investigate
these… attacks?”

Veronica considered. “Hmm. I’d say that the
Rooftoppers are pretty smart. Not tipping their hand to whoever
their enemy is or showing weakness to the other dozen groups ready
to take them apart at the first sign of weakness. So who’s the
investigator?”

“Old thorn in their side. Legendary
inner-alchemist and a thief, from the sounds of it — from back
before the Ordol Alchemic got folded into the Twice-Hidden Circle
and the wizard lodges went fully underground and out of the game.
They’ve had him in a cell since 1997, is the word, but he’s
supposed to be an expert at a lot of stuff.”

“…A lot of ‘stuff,’ meaning what?”

“Forensics, medicine, psychology, pathology,
architecture, engineering, the care and maintenance of homemade
explosives, French cuisine. You name it.”

“Huh. How did he get caught?”

“Tangled with the wrong Rooftoppers. But now
they think they can keep him on a leash.”

“Sounds pretty desperate.”

“I’m supposed to babysit him.”

“Sounds really, dangerously, suicidally
desperate, actually. On both your parts. I’ll tell people to stay
the hell out of your way, although I can’t see it doing much
good.”

“Oh, wow, thanks for that. Any advice for
me?”

“Don’t take jobs like this one, in the
future. And take a shower — you smell, Smalls.”

“Keep this one on the down-low, okay?”

“We never talked about this. I know nothing.
I am foreigner, don’t understand question. That’s what friends are
for. Oh — and thanks for the movie.”

She got up and walked away.

If I had been smart, I would have done the
same.

Instead, I sat and watched the rest of the
flick. I missed a lot of it, and not just from anxiety and
speculation about this job.

The missing moments were definitely getting
worse.




• • •




This excerpt from Cheating the Second
Hand serves as a first introduction to the upcoming urban
fantasy postmodern-noir novel from Broken Eye Books, to be released
in 2014. The Dreams in Shadow anthology is its first
publication. Special thanks to Owen K.C. Stephens, designer of the
Time Thief and Anachronistic Adventurers, and everyone at Super
Genius Games.
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THEIRS WAS ITHACA’S LAST SHIP of the fleet.
Odysseus knew that Ithaca should have been a relatively short jaunt
from the banks of Troy, but five years later the one remaining ship
that he commanded still struggled to find its way home. He had
angered Poseidon and everyone on this cursed voyage was paying with
their blood.

“To Hades with this journey. We should have
stayed out of that damn war. We should have never left Ithaca,”
Odysseus said.

“My king,” said Polites, “The crew still
loves you and respects you, despite the difficult journey.” Polites
was exactly the sort of companion who could make such a long and
difficult journey bearable. He was a warrior and he had not only
survived the Trojan War, but he was a natural leader, a strong man,
and most of all, he was loyal. This last fact was something that
Odysseus would be eternally grateful for. The soldier could have
mutinied long ago, and he might have even been successful. Instead,
he had been a true friend who had carried out his orders faithfully
while maintaining discipline within the crew.

Odysseus’s appreciation for his
second-in-command did nothing to diminish his black mood, however.
“Don’t lie!” he said with a scowl. “It doesn’t suit you. We both
know that I’m foul-tempered and as bull-headed as anyone.”

“While that may be true, you are also our
king. You’re the wiliest man I know, and you can tell a story like
no other.”

Odysseus chuckled. “So my men stay loyal
because I entertain them. That is good to know, Polites. All hail
the jester king!”

The years at sea had not been kind to any of
them. Polites, once tall and muscular, but svelte, had always had a
way with the ladies. Even at Troy, in the midst of a war, he had
been a favorite among the village women who had been trapped
outside of the great city’s walls. The fact that he was supposed to
be their enemy made no difference. Now, he was bearded, haggard,
and the plentiful muscle tone he’d once possessed had gone wiry. He
now looked less like a warrior, but more like a sailor.

Odysseus knew that his own appearance
couldn’t be a great deal better. The last time he had looked in a
pond and seen his reflection, his hair was streaked with gray, and
the beard he had once kept neatly trimmed had grown bushy and long.
Despite this, his eyes had seemed as clear and vital as ever.

He had been thirty-one summers old when he
left Ithaca with his fleet of ships and the majority of the
island’s warriors. Now, if his counting was right, he was nearly
forty-five. It weighed on him that it had been fifteen years since
he’d seen his beloved wife and queen, Penelope, and their infant
son. Did she still love him as he loved her? Were they even still
alive? He had to keep faith in them, but that was becoming more
difficult as the years wore on. He chose not to dwell on it most
days, but black, cloudy days like this one often brought out the
darker side of his nature.

“Look, in the distance!” called one of the
men.

Odysseus looked to the horizon in the
direction the crewman pointed, and indeed he could see land in the
distance, poking up out of the sea. It was probably an island, and
he knew that he was still far from the friendly waters of Ithaca,
but it was sure to be a place to land, hunt for food, and make
repairs. “Double the pace! Row harder! I’d like to make landfall
before sundown.”

“Wouldn’t it be wise to circle the island and
figure out which island we’re looking at first?” Polites asked.

“Yes,” Odysseus replied, “but we’re not going
to do that. The men need rest. I need a rest! If it turns out to be
inhabited by someone dangerous, well, I’m the King of Ithaca!
Surely I still have something of value that I can negotiate
with.”

“Yes, my King,” Polites said. The younger man
walked away from him and began barking orders at the crew.

Odysseus was no more certain about this
decision than any of the others he’d made lately. Despite that, he
couldn’t let his men know of his uncertainty unless he wanted to
invite a mutiny. The worst thing that could happen was that they
would rile the navy of some island nation that could sink his ship,
or they would be forced to flee. But he wasn’t aware of any island
nations that hadn’t entered the Trojan War. He hadn’t seen the
others returning home, so for all he knew, the war continued and
the navies were still engaged there.

He hadn’t seen the war through to the end.
After years of serving, tensions had developed between him and some
of the other kings, not the least of which was his fight with
Agamemnon that resulted in Ithaca’s departure from the war.
Nevertheless, he hadn’t irritated any of the other leaders to the
point where they would want him dead.

At least, he hoped that was true. Agamemnon
was a special case. If the Greeks won, as he expected they would
eventually, then he would need to meet with the king to clear the
air… and to make sure that Ithaca wouldn’t be the next place
Mycenae chose to invade.

As the island grew closer, Odysseus began to
note definite signs of life. Gleaming white towers rose in the
distance. “Civilization,” he said quietly to himself. He had no
idea which one, but that wasn’t important. Based on their position
before that last storm hit, before they’d become lost again, he
knew that they couldn’t be far away from the island of Crete. In
fact, there were few other islands in the Aegean that would be
developed enough to have such large towers.

As they drew closer, Odysseus could see
docks. His heart leapt! Docks meant that there would be other
ships. Perhaps there would be people he could share a beer and a
story or two with.

One thing bothered him, however. Why didn’t
he see other boats sailing near the harbor? Most ports had ships
coming and going most of the time. This one had none of the
activity he would have expected. Perhaps it was Crete. He’d heard
of the ocean kingdom being overrun by the Mycenaeans when he was
still a child, and since then, it had lost the dominance it once
enjoyed. The Mycenaeans had intentionally shifted the center of
trade to the mainland, leaving Crete to languish.

The bireme glided smoothly into the harbor,
which Odysseus noted was all but abandoned. There were fishermen
casting lines off the docks, but not nearly the number of people he
expected to find. Despite the inactivity, the docks were in
surprisingly good repair. This made no sense to him.

He ordered his crew to put in at the nearest
dock. Like most ships, his had a wide bottom, and was designed so
that it could be dragged onto sandy shores. Docks were for brief
visits, loading and unloading cargo, and for receiving larger ships
from different builders. The Egyptians in particular built their
ships too large and heavy to beach without damaging them.

Once docked, the crewmen furled the ship’s
sails and retracted its oars. Odysseus walked over to Polites.
“Gather three soldiers and come with us. Something doesn’t feel
right here.”

Polites nodded his acknowledgement and
disappeared below deck. Realizing that it would be a mistake not to
dress for battle himself, he followed them down to his own
quarters, where he donned his bronze cuirass and his two swords.
They met on deck a short time later. The four others were clad in
lamellar cuirasses and armed with bronze swords. Odysseus grimaced
at the armor. “We look like a bloody war party,” he commented.

“That is exactly what we used to be,” Polites
said.

Odysseus smirked. “Yes, but it seemed that
our lives were guided by different fates back then.”

Polites extended the gangplank and Odysseus
stepped off his ship and onto the dock, then walked the thirty or
so feet to the first solid land he had felt in some time.

As he looked around at the others in the
harbor, he noted that very few of them seemed to be doing anything
productive. There were no dock guards, nor did there appear to be a
harbormaster. There was only one who appeared as though she might
be serving in some sort of official capacity— a woman, tall, blond,
with high cheekbones and a youthful face. Dressed in an unblemished
white toga, she stood near a trail leading away from the harbor.
Odysseus assumed that she was the closest thing to a harbormaster,
so he approached her.

“Greetings,” he said with a wide, disarming
smile. “I am Odysseus, King of Ithaca.”

The woman returned his smile. “I am Diasia…
of Atlantis.”

Odysseus could hardly believe her words.
Could this possibly be the legendary Atlantis that they washed up
on? He knew the island was not far from Crete, and it had once been
important to the Aegean Sea, but nobody had heard from it or its
people in a long while; not since before Crete succumbed to
Mycenaean rule. “I’m pleased to meet you,” he said.

“What brings you to Atlantis, great King?”
the woman asked. Odysseus noted that although she spoke the
language of the mainland, her words carried an accent that he
didn’t recognize.

“Trouble at sea, I’m afraid.” He decided not
to elaborate upon the fact that he had angered Poseidon, or explain
his abrupt departure from the Trojan War. It was better to avoid
such topics if one wanted to make new friends. “I was hoping that
we could put in to port here for a short while, make repairs, maybe
enjoy a meal or two, and bathe.”

Diasia smiled disarmingly. “So long as you
come in peace, you and your people are welcome.”

“If you don’t mind my asking,” Odysseus said,
“what happened here? Where are the ships and the workers?”

“They haven’t been needed for some time.”

“I don’t understand,” Odysseus said. “Does
the great Atlantis no longer offer wonders in trade, and allow its
guests to indulge in its legendary hospitality?”

“That was long ago,” Diasia said. “We no
longer trade with the outside world. Nor do we still produce
wondrous baubles for the wonderment of outsiders. That was a
different Atlantis from a different age.”

Odysseus frowned. He’d heard many stories of
this land, but nothing from people who had visited it recently.
Most had been older sailors, and even they were usually relating
tales passed down to them from their fathers or their fathers’
fathers. “I must admit that I’ve always been intrigued by the
stories that you have hot running water for your baths, and I’ve
wanted to see your towers that are said to be constructed from
marble.”

Diasia smiled and ran her fingers through her
hair with a suddenly playful smile. “On those things, you heard
correctly, though you’ll find them only in the palace, and we’re
selective about who we allow inside. Your men from the ship are
welcome to stay here at the harbor. The villagers will show you
kindness and share their homes with them, so long as they behave.
You, on the other hand, are welcome to come meet with King
Anaris.”

“May I bring my men with me?” Odysseus asked,
gesturing toward the other four who were with him.

“Certainly,” Diasia said. “They may come, but
no others.”

Odysseus assumed that the king of the isle
was limiting the number of off-island visitors as a safety measure.
It was reasonable. In fact, he kept groups of visitors to his home
on Ithaca small as well.

“I’d like that,” he said.
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Odysseus looked at his reflection in the
polished bronze plate mounted on the wall. His beard was once again
trimmed, his hair was back to a manageable length, and now that he
was clean, he thought that he might just be fit to see his beloved
Penelope again. In fact, after two nights of deep slumber, which
was something he hadn’t experienced for as long as he could
remember, along with the bath he had just taken, he felt as good as
he had in years. What was more, the legends about the hot running
water of Atlantis were accurate. This was a place he could enjoy
for a long while, if he allowed it.

Upon his arrival, King Anaris had sent word
that he wished to see Odysseus when he was ready. He had been
ignoring the summons. Because nobody had come to remind him, he
assumed that the meeting was social in nature, and was of little
importance. Nevertheless, he felt that he should soon keep that
appointment in order to avoid causing offense. He’d already
offended enough people for one lifetime.

He decided that the simple white linen chiton
and kilt he’d been wearing looked entirely too informal for a
meeting with the King of Atlantis, so he discarded those and
strapped on his bronze cuirass and leather kilt. Like most of the
Greek armor, the cuirass was shaped in the form of a powerful man’s
torso. His actual muscles weren’t so well defined, at least not at
this stage in his life, particularly after being at sea for so
long.

Now properly garbed, he left the lavatory and
stepped into the common room that he shared with the others from
the ship. Their living quarters were lavish, with white marble
floors and ceiling. The interior was filled with furniture,
including soft leather loungers that were covered with fine pillows
and blankets, and a table and chairs. Since their arrival, servants
had stopped in to deliver food for each of their meals. His own
megaron was not so comfortable.

As he emerged, he counted three of his men,
Polites, Borneg, and Pophero. Like him, they had taken the time to
clean themselves up and get some sleep, and they all looked much
less haggard than they had.

“Where’s Acerides?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Polites replied. “We haven’t
seen him since yesterday.”

That seemed odd. Acerides had always been a
committed soldier. He was not one to leave his post, nor was he
likely to spend his time gambling, drinking, or whoring. “Has
nobody gone looking for him?”

“I did last night,” Polites replied. “I
checked everywhere I could think to, including back at the ship. I
couldn’t find him.”

“That’s damn unusual,” Odysseus said, his
suspicion once again roused. “Something isn’t right here. Keep your
eyes open.”

“So are we going to meet with the king
today?” Polites asked.

“In fact we are,” Odysseus said. “I’d take
the time to round up our missing warrior, but I don’t feel that we
should keep our host waiting any longer.”

He opened the door to their apartment and was
greeted by the guards posted outside. “It’s good to see you again,”
one of them said in the same accent he’d noticed Diasia using when
they met.

The guards wore armor, but it was unlike any
Odysseus had seen before. It was made out of some sort of
light-colored metal, like silver, only not so lustrous. It also
wasn’t shaped like a muscular torso, as most Greek armor was.
Instead, it consisted of a number of layered plates, which gave it
a bulkier, less refined esthetic.

“And it is good to see you,” Odysseus lied.
“I’m ready to speak with your king. Can you take me to him?”

“Of course,” the guard said. As they started
walking down the lengthy corridor, Odysseus noticed that every
guard he saw was wearing the same type of armor. In Ithaca, only he
and his most trusted generals, and a few of the wealthier citizens,
wore bronze. Everyone else wore leather or lamellar. In Troy, a
great number more of the Trojan warriors had worn bronze armor than
the Greeks. They likely would have handed Agamemnon a defeat had
the Greeks not severely outnumbered them. He had simply never seen
a place like this, where every fighting man he saw was garbed in
metal armor.

They stopped before a pair of ornate doors
that, like everything else in this tower, were crafted from marble.
“Wait here,” said one of the guards. The door, which had to be
impossibly heavy, swung effortlessly on hinges that seemed to be
made of the same pale metal the guards wore for armor.

“What is that metal?” Odysseus asked
Polites.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” the
warrior replied. “Bronze would break under such weight.”

“Guard, tell me of this,” Odysseus said.

The guard gave him a condescending look. “It
is not my place to talk about such things. Wait here,” he said
simply, then left them at the door.

Odysseus clenched his jaw in irritation. The
unwillingness to talk about something so prominently displayed was
a clear sign of distrust. Their hosts either considered them
uncivilized, or a potential threat. In either case, he was again
feeling uneasy.

The door swung open and the guard emerged,
beckoning them through.

They passed through and into the largest,
most open chamber Odysseus had ever seen. It was circular with a
domed ceiling. There were openings in the dome, which allowed
sunlight to spill into the chamber. Fluted marble pillars decorated
the walls, but they were inset, suggesting that they were more for
decoration than support. No builders in Ithaca — no, in all of
Greece — knew how to construct such an amazing chamber.

The King of Atlantis was an older man, with a
full head of white hair and a long beard. He stood facing them,
garbed in a toga just as white as the one Odysseus had seen Diasia
wearing earlier. “Welcome Odysseus, King of Ithaca,” the king said
in a voice that sounded vital despite his obvious age.

“Thank you,” Odysseus said pleasantly.

“I can see that you are a man who has an
appreciation for architecture,” the elder Atlantean said.

“I know that what I see around me is
impossible,” Odysseus said.

“Not impossible. Anyone could construct such
a place if they knew how.”

“How do you do it?”

“I could tell you, but I fear that unless
you’ve devoted years of your life to the study, you wouldn’t
understand.”

“Surely you can simplify it enough for me to
understand,” Odysseus countered. “I am truly curious how you
achieved this marvel.

“If you insist. We use a composite material
made from stone, lime, pozzolanic ash, and pumice. This is then
covered in a marble veneer. It…”

Odysseus raised his hand in surrender. “I’m
afraid you have lost me already. This is a grand chamber, though.
I’m impressed.”

“It isn’t even our greatest structure. Our
temple puts the palace to shame.”

“Then I would like to see it,” Odysseus
said.

“You will have that honor,” the king said.
“There’s a ceremony tonight. Can I convince you and your men to
come?”

“Of course,” Odysseus said.

“I look forward to seeing you there.”

“Tell me of this metal your guards wear,”
Odysseus said.

“Steel,” Anaris replied. “That bronze you’re
wearing is weak and brittle by comparison.”

“I’ve heard many tales of the wonders of
Atlantis,” Odysseus said. “I’m now a believer. But tell me, why are
there no ships in your harbor, and no merchants from the rest of
the world? Surely there are people who would trade handsomely for
the wonders you produce.”

“We do not trade,” Anaris said.

“No?” Odysseus asked.

“The rest of the world has nothing we desire.
We make everything we need, right here on this island. We also have
no desire to share our secrets. We wish to be left alone.”

“You were once known for your amazing healing
abilities as well,” Odysseus said. “Is that story also true?”

“We can bring the wounded back from the brink
of death,” said Anaris. “We can cure many otherwise lethal
infections, and we can open people up and fix them from the inside.
We are far more capable than most.”

Odysseus was impressed by the king’s claims,
and he’d seen enough to make him believe that they were true, but
he couldn’t shake the feeling that he and his men were not safe.
“Tell me,” he said, “one of our men has been missing since
yesterday. Do you have any idea what might have happened to
him?”

Anaris shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I’ve
not been given any updates on any of your men. I’m sorry.”

“I worry about him, but I thank you anyway,”
Odysseus replied. “I look forward to what you have to show me
tonight.”

“Yes. And feel free to enjoy our courtyard.
We have a variety of wines, as well as other delights you’re sure
to enjoy.”

Odysseus nodded his thanks and his men left
the king’s audience chamber, all somewhat humbled and more than
just a bit suspicious of their hosts.
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Odysseus stood in the grand temple as the
ceremony began. Try as he might, he had not been able to silence
the obnoxious voice in the back of his head that was demanding that
he gather his men, board the ship, and sail away from here with due
haste. Unfortunately, that voice tended to intrigue him more than
dissuade him from any particular course of action. He realized that
this might have something to do with all the trouble he’d gotten
into in recent years.

As Anaris promised, the temple was nothing
less than awe-inspiring. It was circular, and aside from an
enclosed walkway that ran completely around the interior of the
main wall, it was one enormous chamber that dwarfed the one the
king had seen him in earlier. Like the previous chamber, the
ceiling was a dome, but there were no openings in this one. It was
the largest enclosed space that Odysseus had ever seen… larger than
anything he had imagined. It was truly something that should not be
part of this world. Yet it was.

At the center of the great temple was a
rectangular dais, upon which was a marble altar at least six feet
long and flanked by a pair of torches. A shallow gutter was carved
into the marble, which connected to holes on either side of the
altar. Etched into the altar and inlaid with black was the symbol
of a sickle.

Behind the altar, supported at least twenty
feet above the floor by steel chains, was a box. Again, it was
unlike anything Odysseus had ever seen before. The box was polished
black, with strange glyphs, symbols, and artwork carved into it and
inlaid with gold and silver. The symbols were from no language he
recognized, but they were beautiful beyond words.

Between the symbols he could not read were
images of unspeakable things; faces that looked as though they were
melting, piles of bodies with their blood running together to form
an ocean, horned and twisted visages that were clearly evil, and
there was more, all scrawled in perfect clarity, covering the
surface of this construction. Prominently displayed, equally
distant from one another, were five round sockets inset into the
surface.

“What is this?” Polites asked.

“I wish I knew, but I don’t like the look of
it,” Odysseus replied.

Suddenly drums began to beat and the
musicians began playing a song that conveyed a sense of power. Not
since standing at the front of the combined armies of Greece at the
base of Troy’s nigh-impenetrable walls, mocking the great Hector,
had he heard such a song. It at once stirred his blood, and filled
him with terror.

Then the procession began. First were ten
women, all young and attractive, none wearing clothing of any sort.
Then came Diasia, fully clad in a red ceremonial robe that bore the
mark of the scythe in black on the front. Finally, in the rear,
came four more armored men. Between them was another man in chains.
Beaten, bruised, and dressed only in a loincloth, Odysseus
recognized the man immediately. “Acerides!” he cried out, though
his voice was drowned out by the music.

“Acerides!” he called again. He drew his
bronze sword and ran to the nearest aisle. The temple guards were
expecting him. He was intercepted as soon as he emerged from the
seating and started running toward the altar. He jabbed his sword
at the nearest one, but felt it stopped by the armor. He tried to
force it home, but it scraped along the metal and glanced off
harmlessly.

As this was happening, another man came at
him from behind while two more grabbed his feet. Their combined
weight pinned him to the floor, even as the other men from his crew
followed. He saw Polites slash at a guard, who met his blade with
his own steel one. The bronze blade snapped at the hilt and his
closest crewman was quickly wrestled to the ground as well. The
other two soldiers met with similar fates.

Held prone, the guards slapped shackles on
his wrists and ankles, then forced him to his feet. He felt the
sting of a blade’s tip against his neck. He was powerless to
prevent what he knew was about to happen.

Acerides was laid gently onto the altar. He
didn’t attempt to resist. Odysseus suspected that after they’d
beaten him, they’d drugged him. It was either that or he simply had
no fight left in him. The unclad women swayed to the music while
Diasia stepped up to the altar, a long dagger in her hand. The
music reached a crescendo, and then abruptly came to a halt.

“All-powerful Cronus, we bring to you an
offering. This mortal gives his life as a gift in hopes that you
will impart the location of the final two parts of the key.”

“Don’t do it!” Odysseus screamed. “I’m the
King of Ithaca! Whatever you want, I’ll give you!”

The guard behind him punched him in the side
of his head, bringing stars to his vision. “Say another word and
this dagger goes through your spine!”

Odysseus said nothing, but couldn’t stop
tears from coming to his eyes. For the first time he could
remember, he was absolutely powerless.

“Oh Cronus, reveal your vision to me!” As
Diasia said this, she plunged her dagger into Acerides’ chest, then
pulled it out. Blood welled, but still the man did not cry out. A
gushing crimson fountain poured from the wound, spilling down to
collect in the gutter around the altar, then flowing into the clay
pots below. Acerides’ eyes grew vacant and Odysseus could tell he
was already dead.

When at last the blood had slowed to a
trickle, the priestess grabbed the pots and placed them beneath the
profane box. “Cronus, reveal yourself to me.”

She reached to her pouch and pulled forth
three spherical ivory-colored objects. They looked like pearls, but
much larger, and they cast a light of their own. Slowly, to
Odysseus’ astonishment, they rose into the air of their own accord
and began to circle Diasia’s head. Odysseus began to feel nauseous.
The pearls were growing increasingly brighter, and he realized that
the color was slowly draining from the room.

Diasia gestured toward the box, and the
pearls entered three of the five sockets. A glowing line formed a
circle connecting the sockets, and then the light began to slowly
pulse. Diasia threw her head back, as though in ecstasy.

The light pulsed faster and faster, and
brighter every time. And then it stopped. The pearls disengaged
from their sockets and returned to her hand.

Odysseus could see King Anaris emerge from
the circle of worshipers. “Could you see it? Was it revealed to you
this time?”

Diasia looked tired, as though she had aged
years in the last minute. “It… it was not revealed,” she said.

“Another!” called Anaris. “We’ll sacrifice
another!”

“No,” she said. “Somehow, even Cronus does
not know the location of the missing pearls.”

Anaris cast a disappointed look at the
priestess and turned to the guards holding Odysseus and the three
remaining men. “Take him to his ship and make sure he sets sail
tonight.”

“You’re letting me live?” Odysseus asked,
bewildered.

“You pose no threat to us, and killing you
serves no purpose. But you must leave, immediately.”
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Odysseus sat by the railing looking out,
watching the water ripple as they moved away from Atlantis. Night
had fallen and he was angry and restless. He twirled his dagger
around just to keep himself occupied with something… anything.
Their stay in Atlantis had begun with such promise, but it had
ended in nightmare, just as every other promising thing had of
late.

Polites walked up to him and crouched down so
that they could talk without being overheard by the crew. “I’ve
seen that look in your eyes before. You had it the night before we
sailed from Troy. What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that there’s a king and a bitch
priestess who need to die,” Odysseus replied.

“What would that accomplish? This is not the
first man we’ve lost, nor is it likely to be our last.”

“No, but this is the first time one of ours
has been slaughtered in cold blood, and to a Titan, no less.”

“I could join you,” Polites said.

“No, someone needs to stay with the ship to
keep the crew in line.”

“You’re sure about this?”

“I am,” Odysseus said. “Have them turn the
ship around. Extinguish all the light and sail in so that we won’t
be revealed in the moonlight.”

“It will be done, my King,” Polites said. He
stepped away from Odysseus, then yelled out to the crew, “Turn the
ship around. We’re going back!”

Odysseus could hear the collective groan as
the crew followed their orders. Serving a king who was cursed by
the gods was not easy. Perhaps he should cut them loose the next
time they pulled into a real port. Surely they could do better
without his ill luck dogging them. There were smaller boats that he
could take alone, and it would put Poseidon’s anger to the test.
Surely even a god would find it hard to keep one man alive on the
sea while continuing to torment him if he were traveling on such a
fragile boat. Poseidon would be forced to reveal his intentions.
Either he wanted Odysseus to live, or he would use the sea to kill
him. There could be no more middle ground. But that was a decision
he would be forced to make later.

In time, the island was a black silhouette
against the starry sky. The ship sailed in on the side opposite the
moon, allowing it to slip back in undetected. Odysseus wore nothing
heavier than a leather tunic and kilt as he dove into the warm
waters of the Aegean. He had told them not to wait past sunrise,
and then leave without him if he didn’t return. He estimated that
he had about five hours, which would give him more than enough time
to get his revenge for the slain soldier, or die trying. Again, he
was testing Poseidon’s commitment to the curse.

It was a short swim to the sandy beach. He
could see the spires of the king’s tower about half a mile away.
Bumbling around in the dark, it took him little time to find the
trail leading up the hill. He started off in that direction,
listening for guards as he ran. A short time later, he heard the
clunking sound of armor in the distance. He moved off the trail and
hid in the brush as five of them passed by. Odysseus quickly moved
on.

A short time later, he found himself just
outside the wall surrounding the tower. There were no guards in
sight, so he tossed his grappling hook to the top of the wall,
pulled it tight, then climbed. From the top, he spotted two guards
atop the battlements, but they were at least a hundred feet away
and did not appear alarmed. He hadn’t been spotted. He secured the
grappling hook again, then dropped down into the palace courtyard.
A storey above him was the dome of the king’s audience chamber.
Odysseus knew that entering through the palace’s front door would
be suicide, and the king might not be in his audience chamber at
this hour. It was likely that his bedroom would be nearby, however.
He tried to recall the layout from the inside as he scanned the
open windows above. There was one large balcony with a window that
appeared to be open, with curtains separating it from the interior.
That had to be the one.

He couldn’t risk the noise made by the
grappling hook again, but because the exterior of the tower was
constructed from worked marble, there were an ample number of
handholds along the way where the blocks fit together. He looked
around, saw that there were no guards present, and began to
climb.

He crept up slowly to avoid attracting
attention. When he reached the marble railing around the balcony,
he grabbed hold and pulled himself over. Creeping softly, he moved
past the burgundy curtains and entered the room.

Within, he discovered that he had made an
error of sorts. This was not the king’s chamber. On the bed, the
high priestess Diasia lay asleep on top of her sheets. Odysseus
drew his dagger and crept up to her. She stirred for a moment, then
settled back into her slumber. He slowly moved the dagger to her
neck, and then poked her throat — not enough to draw blood,
but enough to alert her. Her eyes flew open and she inhaled deeply
as if to scream. Odysseus clamped his hands over her mouth and
lowered himself to her ear.

“Listen to me! Unlike you Titan worshipers,
my people don’t kill in cold blood. But you are going to die now
anyway.”

He loosened his grip on her, and she looked
at him with soft, kind eyes. She didn’t appear to be alarmed. It
was so hard to believe that this was the same person who had
plunged her dagger into the chest of his soldier. “Tell me what you
want. Just spare my life.”

“The only thing I want, you’re unable to
give. I want my man back from the dead. I want you, your sick king,
and all the Titan worshipers on this island to die a horrible
death. But more than anything, I want to be done with you so I can
finally leave this cursed place.”

“Someone had to be sacrificed to Cronus so we
could try and divine the location of the last two Pearls. It had to
be done. I’m sorry it had to be one of your men, but it couldn’t be
any of ours.”

“Why? Why couldn’t it be one of yours?”

“Because Cronus doesn’t accept the gift of
his own followers’ lives. We haven’t had visitors here in such a
long time…”

“You were in communication with the Titan.
How is that possible? The gods put them all in a slumber after they
were defeated.”

“The Pearls,” said Diasia. “Once we had three
of them, he awakened.”

“Cronus is fully awake?” Odysseus asked.

“Very much so. But he’s the only one, and
he’s weak.”

“And you hope to restore them all,” Odysseus
surmised.

Diasia nodded.

“Madness! Tell me, where are the pearls?”

“I’ll not tell you that.”

“I could kill you right now.”

“And I would die knowing that I went to my
grave keeping the secret safe from you.”

“What’s in the box in the temple?”

“You will get no more information out of me.
Kill me if you must.”

“Damn you,” Odysseus said. He was tempted to
plunge his dagger into her heart as she had done to Acerides, but
he found that his will to do so was growing weak. Maybe it was
because he had been conditioned from an early age not to kill
outside of the battlefield, or maybe it was because she was a
woman. He wasn’t certain which, but in either case, he was
beginning to feel disgust at the action he was about to take.

Diasia straightened up, threw her hair over
her shoulder, and looked at him seductively. “When I said I’d give
you anything if you would spare my life, I meant
anything.”

She was no less attractive than she had been
the first time Odysseus had seen her, despite what he’d witnessed
earlier in the day. It had been over a decade since he’d been with
a woman. Surely Penelope could forgive him this one
transgression.

Diasia slipped the straps of her gown from
her shoulders, revealing her ample bosom. He wanted to take her
into his hands and give in to the temptation.

Then he thought of Penelope again, and the
look of trust and love on her face as he had sailed away for the
last time. He remembered the nights making love in their palace,
and in his courtyard under the stars. This woman was beautiful,
yes, but what she offered was pale in comparison to the love that
awaited him in Ithaca.

“Put your clothes back on. I’m not going to
kill you.”

“Better men than you would succumb,” Diasia
said.

“Just tell me where the Pearls are,” Odysseus
said.

Her eyes shot to the right. It was only for
an instant, but it was enough. “Get up!” he said.

The priestess climbed to her feet. He kept
the dagger to her throat as she rose from her bed.

Odysseus grabbed her by the waist and pulled
her in the direction she had looked. There was a cloth bag sitting
on the table.

“No,” she said. “You can’t take them.”

Odysseus smiled. “Oh, but I can.”

He reached out, plucked the bag from the
table, and looked inside. As expected, there were three pearls
within, each emanating a faint glow.

“I can’t let you take them.”

“I’m not giving you a choice,” he said.

“You don’t understand. You’ll kill us all!”
she said, panic in her eyes.

“I doubt that,” he said. “But rest assured
that I won’t rest until these cursed things are locked away
forever.”

“Just kill me now,” she said.

“I choose not to,” Odysseus said. He walked
toward the balcony, then spun around and punched Diasia with all of
his strength in the side of the head. Her eyes widened in shock,
then she slumped to the floor. He knew she would most likely regain
consciousness later. “That’s for Acerides,” he said.

Odysseus looped the top of the bag under his
belt and then tied it off. The king and the priestess still
breathed, but they would soon be without their most prized
possessions. As far as revenge went, it would have to be good
enough.

He stepped out onto the balcony and looked
down… to see two guards looking back up at him. “So much for an
easy escape,” he said to himself. The guards responded by calling
for help.

The outer wall was about thirty feet away,
and at about the same height as the balcony. Realizing that this
wasn’t likely to work but lacking few other alternatives, Odysseus
swung his grappling hook around a few times to build momentum, then
threw it at the outer wall. It struck and he yanked back on it. It
was secure. Breathing a sigh of relief, he tied off one end of the
rope to the balcony, then grabbed it and lowered himself over the
railing, catching it with both hands.

“Get a bow!” called one of the guards. The
other one ran off, probably into the palace’s interior to retrieve
the weapon.

Odysseus moved rapidly, hand over hand,
trying to clear the distance to the wall as quickly as possible. It
was almost within reach when an arrow whizzed past his ear. He knew
there would soon be more to follow if he didn’t get to the other
side of the wall quickly.

He moved along the rope as quickly as he
could, and was reaching for the wall as he felt a sudden pain erupt
in his arm. He glanced at it and saw an arrow lodged there. He had
no time for this now! He could still move his fingers, which was a
small miracle. He reached for the wall again, caught it with his
fingertips, and with a blood-wet grip, he pulled himself onto the
battlement. His right foot found purchase in a crack between the
marble blocks, and he moved up to the top of the wall just as an
arrow clattered where his leg had just been.

There was no way to retrieve his rope since
it was tied to the balcony, and there was a twenty-foot drop in
front of him to the sandy ground below.

But first he had to deal with that arrow. He
couldn’t have it slowing him down as he tried to get back to his
ship. He grabbed it by the haft and yanked. The remainder of the
shaft pulled through, as did the fletching. The pain was beyond
anything he had felt since the war, but he managed to slide it
through his flesh until it was no longer in him. Blood poured
freely, and he had nothing to wrap it with. He felt like passing
out from the overpowering ache. He cringed and dug his nails into
his arm, feeling the sting as he broke the skin. He could live with
that, but he would have to tend to it after he reached the
ship.

He moved to the outer side of the wall and
glanced back toward the guards he had seen manning the battlements
on his way over the first time. They were definitely aware of his
presence now and were sprinting toward him. If he had his bow, the
one he had left behind in Ithaca, he could take them down, even
with the wounded hand. But he had no bow, nor any other ranged
weapon, and he doubted that his arrows’ bronze heads would
penetrate their armor anyway.

He jumped.

The fall to the ground felt longer than it
should have. When he struck, he absorbed some of the impact with
his legs, then crouched into a roll. A young guy attempting this
ran the risk of breaking a leg. At his age, he didn’t have a chance
of escaping injury. Pain shot down his right leg, but when he
looked, he didn’t see any bones sticking out. Hopefully whatever it
was would mend.

The shouting from the other side of the wall
continued, but Odysseus didn’t worry about it. By the time they
made it here, he would be well on the way to the beach. He tried to
run but as he’d feared, pain flared in his leg as he put weight on
it.

The entire limb hurt. Nevertheless, the
alternative was not to move, to let them find him, and to die.
Standing in one place for a moment, he slowly forced the leg to
bear his weight. The pain was unrelenting, yet he managed to suffer
through it.

He began hobbling to the beach. He couldn’t
move at a run, but he was going faster than a walk.

In the distance, he heard soldiers
approaching from the beach. He couldn’t go back that way. Instead,
he turned and hobbled up the hill, but moved off the trail, closer
to the water. As he feared, there was a steep cliff side below with
water crashing against the rocks.

“He’s over there!” shouted one of the
Atlantean soldiers. Odysseus could see movement about thirty feet
away. He heard the snap of a bowstring and he dodged to the left
just in time to avoid the arrow. He was in no condition to fight,
and he certainly couldn’t run past them to the beach. There was
only one way off this cliff.

He looked to the rocks below and quickly
calculated how far he thought he would have to jump out into the
air to avoid them. At least seven feet, and that was assuming that
it was a straight drop down. He wasn’t certain of that, but it was
his only chance at survival. Odysseus took a few steps back, forced
himself to run toward the cliff edge, then, using his left leg to
push off with, he threw himself out into the void.

His descent was rapid, and he half expected
to crash painfully onto a rock. At least if that happened, his
bones would be smashed and his crew could finally be able to return
home.

But the curse of Poseidon would live on. He
felt the sting of entry as water enveloped him, slowing his
descent. Moments passed and he regained his bearings. Once he
figured out which direction was up, he started swimming.

When he came to the surface, he saw arrows
splashing into the water around him. He wasn’t out of this yet. He
took a deep breath and submerged himself, kicking and paddling away
from the island. He saw an arrow pass through the water, just a few
feet in front of him. He felt another one graze his left hip, but
there was no pain associated with this one. His kilt must have been
just thick enough to deflect it.

He came up for air for just a moment, then
submerged himself again, continuing on. It seemed like eternity,
but eventually Odysseus looked back and realized that he was out of
bowshot. He continued to swim, but the pain in his hand and leg
were weighing on him.

“Over here!” he called out. His ship was a
quarter of a mile away, but he knew they could hear him. He was
growing tired, so he continued to call out while treading water. He
allowed himself to relax, and he rolled over on his back to float.
The pain was crippling. He doubted that he had any energy left to
continue the fight. His fate was now in the hands of his crew.

Eventually, when he heard the oars approach,
he rolled back over and started splashing to get their attention.
Polites threw him a roped, and Odysseus painfully grabbed on and
climbed. “Are they dead?” he asked.

“No,” Odysseus said. “But I got these.” He
plunged his hand into the bag and withdrew the three pearls. They
were glowing bright now. They moved out of his palm of their own
accord and began to spin around his head. Bathing him in light.
Suddenly it felt as if the water itself was being displaced
somehow. He looked to the silhouette of the island, and he saw it
move. The island was sinking into the sea! “Look!” he shouted.

Odysseus and the soldiers aboard the vessel
watched incredulously as the island slowly sank into the ocean.
“It’s going into the sea,” he said in amazement. “That’s what she
meant.”

“What do you mean?” Polites asked.

“When I stole the pearls, she said I would
doom them all. I had no idea that she meant that truly.”

They all watched as the island slowly
disappeared into the ocean. “All those people…” Odysseus said. His
stomach was tied in a knot and he felt a powerful wave of guilt
wash over him.

“You didn’t know,” Polites said. “You did
what you had to, what was right.”

“Yes, but they’re all going to die. All of
them! Even the ones who didn’t deserve it,” Odysseus said.

“They were all Titan worshipers. They all
deserved it,” Polites said.

Odysseus opened his hand and the pearls came
to rest in his palm, their glow fading.

He shook his head. It no longer mattered. It
was done, and the islanders would be dead soon. “Let’s set sail for
home.” Odysseus said, lacking enthusiasm and conviction.

“What of the Pearls?” Polites asked.

“I’ll carry them, but I’ll destroy these
cursed things one day.”

The excitement was over, and though the
sailors could barely believe what they had just witnessed, they had
duties to attend to.

Odysseus looked to the north and saw a storm
front on the horizon. Only Poseidon knew where they would be blown
to next.




• • •




“Servants of the Titan” is a short story
from the mythical Bronze Age of Greece. It features Homer’s great
hero of the Trojan War, Odysseus, and takes place during the
Odyssey. This story serves as an important piece of lore for
Echoes of Olympus, the new novel by Darrin Drader. A
novella-length introductory preview of Echoes of Olympus
is available now at
Amazon.com.
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Email #1: To All Recipients




I AM SENDING THIS to your email now. You may
or may not feel very close to me, but you’re in my contacts list
and that’s why you’re getting this.

I just want somebody to know what’s happening
to me… what’s happened to me…

God, it’s so strange to think of it that way,
of imagining the world without me in it, of imagining me and
everything I am being gone, but I’m pretty sure that’s what’s going
to happen. I’m guessing precisely two hours and thirty-three
minutes is what I’ve got left…

Unless some miracle occurs.

Cami —

Oh, Cami, I see your name in my contacts
list, and I pray that you actually get this. When you wake
up — if you wake up — at least I know you’ll believe
me…

Whoops… two hours, thirty-two minutes now,
all ending in 2:32.

There’s no time for this rambling. I’d better
get started.

First off, I know that this is going to seem
impossible, but believe me, it’s true. Undeniably true. I can see
the shadows passing in front of me as I type, as if somebody has
set my life into screensaver. They’re not really here in a concrete
way, but I can sense them. It’s like a shimmer in the air, and a
brief fleeting image, as if an invisible face or hand were pressed
into plastic wrap. As if the very air were being pushed into an
image by a shape, but then it pulls away. Sometimes I think they
float, sometimes they creep, and sometimes I can see shapes just on
the edge of my vision — real, colorful shapes, all dark,
unidentifiably frightening. Bruise purple. Like slugs.

Three weeks ago, before these things came
into my life, before they formed this half-circle around me… (I’m
not messing with you… whether I can see it or not, I know it’s a
circle…) my life was mundane.

I work in computers, or at least I did until
three weeks ago. I was a systems analyst at Megaright Designs in
Bellevue, a firm that specializes in special effects on the
computer. You may have seen our work. We did that cat food
advertisement for PurrTime. You know, the one where the cat goes
swinging through the jungle by its tail to get home for dinner. We
also did the one for Stalwart Salon, where the lawnmower guy pushes
his mower straight through a man’s hair to give him a buzz cut (not
very classy, I know, but the barber was an ex-marine and his
philosophy was “the shorter the better”).

I say “we” as if I had something to do with
the creation of the ads. I didn’t. I was just in charge of making
sure the best software was up and running. I didn’t create
anything. I’m not going to lie about that. The only ads I ever
created were on eBay, and that’s what’s got me in the situation I’m
in.

If I really thought about it, how it all
started, I might actually blame my boss. I would never have done
what I did if not for him. But that would be disingenuous. He could
never have known how his decision would affect me, or how I would
react, so really, knowing the way it ended up, all I can feel is
sorry for him now.

On that Friday, the day that led to
everything that’s happening now, my boss was his usual, average,
pleasant self. Slightly chubby, Carl McKnight stood five foot five
inches and always dressed in impeccable business casual clothes. He
was the type of boss who always seemed to be on your side, who
wanted to be your friend. However, his choice of office decor was
eccentric to say the least. This was because it reflected the one
real oddity about Carl — his penchant for the occult. Once a
month, he enjoyed taking the ferry out of Seattle to visit this
little new-age store in Port Townsend, where he picked up all kinds
of funky relics, including such items as a small statue of Ganesh,
a Buddha big enough for the lobby of a Chinese restaurant, books on
Wicca prominently displayed between dragon-headed bookends on his
desk, and incense always burning in a little Hershey’s Kiss heap on
a small burner next to his computer. Other items he’d gotten from
elsewhere, although nobody in the office could fathom where. Take
the gruesome display of shrunken heads on his wall. Very Ye Olde
Curiosity Shop, if you know what I mean…

Carl was truly eccentric, yes, but there was
something I always liked about him. He was friendly, sure, and he
always cared about the people who worked under him, but there was
something below that general good-bossness and implausibly
endearing oddness that really rang a bell with me. And that was the
fact that despite his collection of bizarre spiritual items, I
don’t think he had any real beliefs himself, but that he just liked
exploring those of others. That was a little bit like me, without
the enjoying exploring other beliefs part.

Anyway, it was on the rainiest day in a
drizzly grey Washington State autumn that Carl called me into his
dimly lit office and set things in motion. Cami — my
wife — and I had been having a lot of problems at that point.
She’d had a miscarriage in August after two years of our trying to
get pregnant, and she’d never recovered. She never blamed me,
exactly, but she was always sad in vague ways and it was really
wearing me down. I wanted to comfort her, but she had become colder
to me recently, and now rebuffed all my attempts both to help her
and to show my love to her. In many ways, I felt that I’d lost my
relationship with her, and by this fall, I was beginning to feel
that I was destined to a lonely, isolated life with a woman who
wouldn’t talk to me, or who would do so only distantly, and
oftentimes harshly. As for sex, that was no longer even an option;
I felt lucky to get a hug, as infrequent and quickly discharged as
it might be. This was maybe the hardest part of all. I might have
been able to deal with the silences if there were some physical
manifestation of her love to keep me going, but the absence of both
was killing me.

At the same time, I still loved and desired
my wife, and I knew she loved me. She was just coping with
something huge that was stopping her from connecting with me, but I
couldn’t help but feel awful.

To make it even worse, I was just as sad
about Baby Noland as she was, but I had been forced to be the
strong, silent, suffering member in the relationship, the one who
had to be stable so that she could find her feet again. I didn’t
feel I could talk to her about my feelings and comfort her at the
same time.

The bottom line was that I was a complete
wreck. I was depressed — noticeably so — and I couldn’t
hide it. At home, I tried to be cheerful, but when that didn’t
work, I’d find myself gravitating toward the computer or going out
to movies by myself, anything to get away from Cami’s
unresponsiveness. At work, too, I’d retreated into a kind of shell,
hiding in my cubicle hunched over my computer, staying as far away
from human contact as possible, sometimes more than was
possible considering my job description. I just wanted to be left
alone.

Not really a good practice, especially in a
workplace where the motto is “Friendly People Feed the
Imagination.”

I should have known better. But I just
couldn’t get over how crappy my life had become.

“Derrick,” Carl said to me as soon as he got
me in his office that day. There were never any “Misters” in this
company; everybody was addressed by first name. I had liked this
before, but in the past few months I’d found myself craving
formality; anything to distance myself from the people around me,
to make myself just that much more elusive. Hearing people say my
name now made me intensely sad, as if they were connecting with a
person I used to be, a person I now hardly even remembered. I often
wanted to cry when somebody addressed me as “Derrick,” and
sometimes I went to the bathroom and did.

“Derrick,” said Carl, with a small, concerned
smile. “Come on in. Sit down.” Behind him, rain pelted his
fourth-story office window, and the charcoal clouds just visible
through the slats in his venetian blinds seemed to reflect my mood
entirely. I regarded them bleakly as I sat.

Carl lowered himself gently into his own seat
behind the desk, casting his eyes down and steepling his fingers,
and seeming a little lost for words. I waited patiently while
incense smoke curled around Carl’s pensive form, and then, getting
an itchy breath of it, I sneezed.

Carl passed me a Kleenex and began.

“Derrick, do you know why I called you in
here?”

I stared at him.

“Please, don’t look so hangdog, Derrick. I
want to try and help you. I’ve been hearing all kinds of stories of
how down you’ve been lately. How you don’t really seem to get along
with the rest of the team. How you’re walking around as if you’ve
lost your heart, your soul. Your joie de vivre, as they
say.”

“Carl,” I said, not really knowing where my
words would take me. They ended up being completely honest. “I am
really sorry, but I don’t know how else I can act.”

He leaned forward like some kind of
paradoxical hawk, flexing his talons for the kill but with the
deepest concern and pity for his prey showing in his eyes. “Is it
because of Cami?” he asked. “The miscarriage?”

Nobody at work had mentioned this since it
happened. Mostly I just got averted, embarrassed eyes. But he’d
brought it up… and he looked like he truly cared.

It was too much for me. I burst into tears.
Not really something you ever want your boss to see, but Carl took
it in stride, and when I was done, he offered me several more
Kleenexes and continued. “Derrick, I know you’ve been having a hard
time lately. Maybe you should take some time off and seek
professional counseling. I think you need help.”

He wasn’t firing me. He was giving me three
months mandatory leave to figure things out, more if I needed, but
only three months would be company paid. It was really very
generous, but it only made me more depressed. I might have been a
sad sack at work, but at least it was keeping me out of the
apartment and occupied. Now I would be alone completely, forced to
face my situation day by day. I had no faith in counseling, and no
interest in spending money on it. Anyway, I knew what was wrong
already; it was the fact that I couldn’t do anything to make it
better that was making me sad.

Still, I thanked Carl, and then went
immediately to my desk, packed up all my things and left. Out into
the rain.




•




I didn’t tell Cami. There was no reason to
bother her with it when she was even more of a mess than I was, and
as an English instructor at the local community college, she had
always worked longer hours than I did. She left before I went to
work at ten, came home after I did, and now rarely seemed to care
how my day at work had gone anyway, so I was able to keep my little
hiatus quietly, torturously, to myself.

For a week, I didn’t do anything. I barely
got out of bed. I didn’t check the computer. Sometimes I turned on
the television, an act that always ended up making me even more
melancholy, knowing that pressing the On button was just a way to
make time move, not something that would lead to me being
entertained or fulfilled in any way.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/141372
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