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Prologue

 


CRETE, 1600 BC

The woman returns soundlessly, as always. Antipos
the sculptor wheels from his window, where he has been watching two
gulls fight over a tidbit of food. The afternoon light paints the
stuccoed walls of the room, and gilds the sea.

“You’re too quiet,” he says. He
reaches for the wine that rests on a shelf set into the wall, next
to the small, stone lamp of olive oil that he keeps always lighted,
and holds it to his lips, not bothering with a cup. He has finished
half the jug. The woman makes him anxious, with her somber
quietness, impenetrable eyes like dark blue stones, and her pale
skin, beautiful but cold, like snow-covered Mount Ida.

As he replaces the jug, Antipos allows himself a
lingering glance, from the corner of his eye, at the rest of
her—the tiny waist, small, firm breasts that peek from her
loose-fitting tunic top. A sacred honey bee of gold and silver on a
chain of lapis beads nestles between the breasts. He wishes his
lips could replace the bee. Her large hips and strong thighs move
seductively under her layered skirt. Heat rises in his groin, then
subsides, as he looks again at her cold, distant face.

“Is it ready?” she asks. Antipos
nods. “Take me to it,” she says.

Antipos picks up the lamp and crosses to the rocky
staircase that leads below to his workshop. He pauses and holds out
the lamp.

“Go ahead,” he says.

The woman steps quickly across the floor and takes
the lamp. Their hands brush, and Antipos again experiences desire.
The woman gazes at him with a sliver of smile, as if she also feels
the heat of his loins. She turns and descends the stairs. Antipos
starts to follow, then crosses back to the shelf and retrieves the
jug of wine. As he lifts it to his lips, the floor beneath him
shakes, and he spills wine down his chin. A faint roar emerges from
the stairs, as if the earth groans with its own movement. Clutching
the jug, Antipos descends to the workroom.

The woman—he has never learned her name, nor that of
the mistress who supplies the gold she has paid so far, with a
promise of more when his work is complete—stands with her back to
him, silhouetted in the glow of the small lamp. The work she has
come to see, draped in linen, rests on a wooden table. Antipos
stares at her soft outline, wishing he had the nerve to do more
than look. He has seen fifty springs, has buried two wives and his
only child, and has not lost his appetite for the sweet place women
flaunt between their thighs.

The earth quivers again, and a sound like the
distant roar of a bull echoes off the raw limestone walls of the
workshop. Antipos brushes past the girl and pulls the cloth away to
reveal a statue, six hands high—a goddess, skin even paler than the
woman’s. She sits in a gilded chair, bare from the waist up,
nipples cupped in lapis, and wears a skirt much like the woman’s,
but of gold. The statue’s left arm extends to one side, curving up
at the elbow. A snake curls around it, from shoulder to wrist. The
right arm projects straight ahead, and holds a bronze sword, with
the gold and silver figures of two bulls and a dolphin worked into
the blade, which Antipos has given an edge as keen as the many real
weapons he has forged.

“The gold work is very fine,” the
woman says.

Antipos nods, vaguely displeased. He knows the gold
work is fine. But it means nothing. His pride lies in the ceramic
of the skin and hair, applied in multiple, tedious layers, and
fired with a subtle glaze that makes the seated goddess seem alive.
No one ever notices the things that count, he thinks.

“She smiles,” the girl
says.

“That was her idea,” Antipos
replies. “I intended a more somber look. More fitting for a
goddess, not that I know about goddesses. I tried the face three
times, and three times she smiled, so I left it at that.” He steps
to one side. “Touch it, if you like.”

The woman shakes her head and stares at the
floor.

“You have to transport it for
me.”

“Transport it where?”

“To the east. There is a place, a
cave, above Zakros, above the beach. The sea makes a river there
that runs inland, under the mountains. It passes through the bowels
of a cave, and that is where my mistress commands that you place
the goddess. She says you will find a shelf of rock, two men’s
height above the floor of the cave. There the goddess will rest
safely when the Achaeans come from the north with their sky
gods.”

Antipos snorts. “The barbarians will never touch our
island.”

“My lady does not share your
confidence.”

The earth shakes again, and the bull-like roaring
comes louder.

Antipos staggers slightly, and touches the statue
for balance.

“You earth mother is restless
tonight.”

“She will not be quiet until you
have brought this to its home. And Crete will not know peace until
this is done. My mistress has told me that.”

Without warning, the little room screams and tilts,
knocking Antipos flat. He tears his fingernails clinging to the
limestone floor, his eyes squeezed shut in fear. Then the floor
tilts back in the other direction. An eerie quiet replaces the
roaring. Antipos opens his eyes. The statue, which miraculously has
not fallen from its wooden perch, smiles serenely through a cloud
of dust. The woman lies on her back next to a wall, her eyes
closed, and her breast moving shallowly.

Antipos crawls to her.

“Are you hurt?” he asks. The woman
does not respond. Cautiously, he touches her cheek with his
knuckles. “Are you hurt?” he asks again, in a louder voice. Still
she lies there.

Antipos backs away and squats, looking at her. Then,
resisting an urge to look over his shoulder at the statue, he lifts
the woman’s skirt toward her hips, marveling at the pale smoothness
of her thighs, and the dark triangle of hair above them. He licks
his lips, and touches the hair. It is soft, and curly. The woman
moans. Antipos jerks his hand away, but then she is still again.
Emboldened, he renews his touch, wrapping the soft tufts of hair
around his fingers, unconsciously rubbing and stroking his own
crotch with his other hand. Then he reaches for her with his
mouth.

She twitches, and her eyes snap open.

“No!” she shouts, and staggers to
her feet.

Antipos lunges for her, catches one ankle. The woman
spins and kicks at him. She a frees her foot, but loses her
balance, falls against the table, knocks it and the statue to the
ground, and lands backwards on top of it. She gasps, and her mouth
forms a small circle of surprise as her body arches rigidly, then
sinks back again. She moans once, and is still.

Antipos rises to his feet and stares at her. The tip
of the statue’s bronze sword peeks out, just below her right
breast, gleaming dully in the dim light, and blood pools in the
folds of her tunic. The bee lies askew across her other breast.
Antipos hesitates, then reaches for it.

A thousand bulls roar, and the world spins. The roof
of the workshop, which forms the stone floor of the room above,
splits open, and Antipos has a moment to wonder at the sight of
dark blue sky before a slab of stone crushes the life from him.

 



Chapter 1

 


The postcard, stained and battered from its passage
through too many hands, boasted a cheaply reproduced aerial photo
of an island, dark against a sea that sparkled golden in late
afternoon sunlight. A single, huge mountain reared blackly from the
land. The legend at the top of the picture was in Greek.

Nikos Argyros held the postcard at arm’s length,
tilting it to catch the gray light that fought its way through the
rain-spattered window of Argyros’ bar. The Bull of Minos had
resisted the gentrification that crept, block by block, along
Seattle’s waterfront. Small, dark, smelling faintly of wet wool and
fish from the boatmen who gave the bar most of its business, its
tables bore the scars of years of idle drinking, and the long, low
windows were seldom very clean; but they offered a good view of
Elliott Bay and the Sound beyond.

Argyros placed the card on the table. “That’s
Samothraki,” he said. “It’s in the eastern Thracian Sea, off the
coast of Turkey.” He tapped the photo with a strong, calloused
forefinger. “The mountain is called Fengari, Mountain of the Moon.
Poseidon sat on top of it to watch the Trojan war.” He turned the
card over to read the message on the back, then handed it back to
Adam Pray. “Who calls you Bubba?”

“My brother,” Pray said. He picked
up the card. Julian’s writing hadn’t changed—still bold, slashing,
with tall, oversized capital letters. A handwriting analyst had
told Pray once that writing like that was a sign of someone who
liked to make a splash, but who would leave others to mop
up.

“Congratulations on your good
fortune, Bubba,” it said. “Come spend it in Greece some
day.”

“I didn’t know you had a brother,”
Argyros said.

“I forget it myself, sometimes.”
Pray turned the card over and stared again at the picture. He took
a deep swallow of the aged Armenian brandy that Argyros had fished
from its hiding place behind the bar, a special treat for special
friends, he always said. Pray had achieved that status in the dark
hours of a Sunday morning when he had stepped between Argyros and a
Pike Place mugger.

“Better a neighbor near, than a
brother far off,” Pray said. He sighed and stared out the window.
“His name is Julian. He’s eight years older, and when I was a kid,
he was my hero, the one who could do everything. He taught me how
to hunt birds, how to surf cast, how to fight.” Pray touched the
faint scar that curved down his cheek from the outer corner of his
left eye. “All the things my father was too busy to teach. When I
was ten, he left for college. Went to a school in Mexico City, and
came back for visits in the summer. When I was twelve, he left for
his junior year, and never came back.”

“Just vanished? Pouf?”

“Got into some trouble. I never
knew exactly what. I’ve had maybe five or six cards in the years
since, and once a telephone call from Chicago. That’s almost thirty
years I’m talking about. I don’t think my parents ever got over it.
I’m not sure I did either.”

“What kind of good fortune did you
have, anyway?” Argyros asked.

“I had an aunt, my father’s
sister. She left me a bundle when she died.” Pray laughed. “She
didn’t leave my father a penny. Said in her will he wouldn’t know
what to do with it. He must have shit a brick, but he’s never said
a word. I don’t expect he ever will. Strong men don’t cry, that’s
my dad.”

Argyros shook his head. “That’s because he’s not a
Greek,” he said. “Even Achilles cried.”

The snifter was empty again. Pray held it out.
“Anyway, that’s why I can spend my time hanging out in high class
places like this.”

Argyros laughed delightedly. “Right,” he said. “This
is why I came to America, to make my fortune. And why not? I have
the name for it. Argyros means silver.” He waved grandly at his
surroundings. “Some fortune, ain’t it?” He refilled Pray’s glass.
“You should take your brother up on his invitation.”

“No return address, you’ll
notice.”

Argyros picked the card up, twisted it back and
forth. “How do you suppose he even knew you got the money?”

Pray swiveled back and forth on his bar stool and
laughed. “It never occurred to me to wonder about that.”

Argyros tapped himself on the forehead. “In here,
he’s still the big brother that can do anything, ain’t he?” He took
a drink. “I’ve got a kid brother, myself. We keep in touch better
than you guys do. Family is important to a Greek. If you ever get
to Greece, to Crete, pay him a visit. His name’s Milos. He has a
sort of taverna and curio shop in Sitia, on the northeast coast.
It’s called o psaras kondros, The Fat Fisherman, except he only
fishes for tourists. He thinks he’s going to get rich some day, but
Sitia’s just a dumpy little town. The tourists all go to Iraklio
and Knossos, where the palaces and things are. All Sitia’s got is a
rusty old steamer grounded in the harbor. It got shot all to shit
during World War Two, and it’s still there.” He picked up the
bottle and splashed more brandy into their glasses. “Might as well
finish this off,” he said. “And if you go to Sitia, tell my brother
I said give you a free drink of the best he’s got. He’s so tight,
it will half kill him, but he’ll do t.”

“Just because you say
so?”

Argyros cocked his head and stared at Pray.

“Sure,” he said. “We’re
brothers.”

Rain sheeted the tall bay windows of Pray’s living
room, blurring the soft Seattle greens and grays that spread below
his perch high on Queen Anne Hill. A fire burned fitfully in the
hearth, and Pray leaned against the mantel, enjoying the warmth on
the back of his legs. The stereo played the throbbing rhythms of an
Astor Piazzola piece, the one called Concierto para Bandoneon. It
filled the room with a slow cascade of falling notes and tormented
harmonies that whispered to Pray of wind, and rain, and three in
the morning, and touched some inchoate sadness deep inside him, so
that he could not tell whether it was the music or the postcard he
held in his hand that created the pressure just behind his
eyes.

Pray stared at the rain without seeing it, his mind
drifting back to another day, another place.

It had rained on his seventh birthday, too, not a
soft Seattle drizzle, but a hard, Atlantic Coast torrent. The
birthday party was over, the guests gone. Pray and Julian crouched
in the shoreline dune cave their parents didn’t know about and
watched the rain, Pray feeling safe inside the sandy hole, because
nothing bad could happen as long as Julian was there.

Julian had given Pray a blank sheet of paper to
hold, saying, “Look, Adam, this is magic.” He had pulled out a
cigarette lighter, an old Zippo he had found, with an Army Airborne
eagle embossed on its side, and the dates “1950-1953” engraved
below the patch. It was odd, Pray thought, how vividly he
remembered the lighter. Julian had warmed the sheet of paper with
the Zippo’s flame so that Pray could watch the magic appear—a
drawing of a clown, and “Happy Birthday” in huge, block
letters.

“Sweet childish days, that were as
long as twenty days are now,” Pray murmured softly. He turned from
the window. The line, from a poem whose title he did not remember,
slipped automatically from his lips, a habit out of his own
childhood, when a quote from Bartlett’s, memorized and explained,
was for Pray and his brother, together with freshly scrubbed
fingernails, a daily requirement for entree to the family dining
room. They passed always through the same ritual. Their father, an
FBI man who could not stop being one even at rest, would inspect
the boys’ nails, one at a time, as if he were looking for
contraband. Then he would sit back and listen to that day’s
offering from Bartlett’s—only Bartlett’s; he accepted nothing
else—looking stern and disapproving as he always did, even when he
didn’t feel that way. At least, Pray supposed there must have been
times when he didn’t.

On impulse, Pray stepped to a lamp and held this
most recent message from Julian against the bulb. Sure enough,
between the widely spaced lines of script, as the postcard warmed,
other words appeared.

“Corfu. October 12. Golden Gull
taverna at end of Nikoforos Theotokis Street. Come alone.
Important.”

Pray laughed and tossed the note onto the table,
watching the words fade again as the card cooled. It was like
Julian—the drama of it, the haphazardness, and the expectation that
Pray would drop everything and fly off to a Greek island.

He poured himself a brandy. He picked up the note
and held it against the light bulb again, watching the cryptic
message reappear. He would go, of course. Argyros had been right.
Julian was still big brother. Pray turned to his computer, plugged
in the modem and dialed up the Official Airline Guide, to find out
just how the hell one got from Seattle to Corfu.

 



Chapter 2

 


Dieter Fugger was emphatically not fond of heights.
Even standing well back from the white cliffs that marked the
skinny toe of the Island of Lefkas, he felt ill at ease. A gust of
wind snatched at his canvas sports coat, and his ass tightened. He
looked enviously at Julian Pray, who strolled nonchalantly along
the edge, a stone’s throw, for a strong arm ,from the lighthouse
which guarded this stretch of Ionian coast.

“Have a care the wind does not
blow you away,” Fugger said.

Julian grinned. He raised one foot, toe pointed like
a dancer’s, and spun his compact body on the ball of the other,
gravel crunching under his shoe. He spread his hands and bowed, and
then relented and stepped to his companion’s side.

“It is midnight, and time passes,
and I sleep alone,” he said, thrusting his hands into his trouser
pockets and hunching a little against the wind.

“Wie, bitte?”

“Sappho. A line from one of her
poems. She jumped from here. Broken hearted over some fellow. There
was a temple to Apollo here.” Julian settled himself cross-legged
onto the sparse grass.

Fugger sat down heavily an arm’s length away. He was
big, with the kind of body that looks overweight even when it is
not, and he felt clumsy next to the slender, golden-haired
American.

“You are a scholar, Mr. Pray?” he
asked.

“A collector of useless
information.” Julian waved toward the cliffs. “People used to jump
off those heights all the time. Regular ritual. The priests did it.
Katapontismos, it was called. The sinking. Sometimes, when a whole
village had angered the gods or the like, they would pick a
scapegoat, bring him here, and toss him off. If he survived, which
he usually did, he was still treated like a dead man from that
point on . . . left completely alone.” Julian laced his fingers
behind his head and stretched back onto the ground. “That might not
be so bad, some of the time, don’t you think, Herr Fugger? To be
left completely alone?”

“Call me Dieter.”

Julian sat up again. “I don’t do that,” he
said.”

“Shall we talk business, then?”
Fugger said.

“I assume that’s the point of this
splendid isolation.”

“I am perhaps too cautious, I
concede.” Fugger pulled a small, black cigar from a coat pocket,
and used up three matches trying to light it in the wind. Julian
held out a cigarette lighter, an old-fashioned Zippo of silver
steel, with a flint, striking wheel and windscreen. Fugger accepted
it with a grunt and lit his cigar. He examined the lighter briefly
before handing it back.

“Were you in the military?” he
asked.

Julian laughed.” Not even close. Found this on the
beach, when I was a kid. I can’t imagine how I haven’t lost it by
now.” He slipped the lighter back into a pocket. “Business, Herr
Fugger.”

“Very well.” Fugger shifted
stiffly on the grass. “I am told that you are very well acquainted
with the Greek Islands.”

“Better than I want to be,
sometimes.”

“You are intimate with many
coastal caves. In fact you are a familiar sight, bobbing up and
down in your little blue boat, looking for treasures. Do you find
many treasures, Mr. Pray?”

“A few things. There are old
cities under the waters of these islands. Some go back to Mycenean,
even Minoan times.”

“And you find artifacts to
sell?”

“Sometimes. Or I manage to sell my
knowledge of the local real estate to a scientific expedition.
Mostly I just poke around and keep an eye out for the Greek
police.”

Fugger nodded ponderously. “Of course. If you find
something, they want their share, and they are afraid you will be
like the Englishman, Lord Elgin, or even my own countryman,
Heinrich Schliemann, and steal it all.” He puffed on the cigar and
smiled. “It sounds like a poor living.”

“I round it out with the odd
job.”

“Very odd. Point . . . you are
unwelcome in at least three harbors and countless inns, because of
debts.” He ticked each point off on his fingers. “You are in bad
odor with a certain French research organization upon whom you
previously depended for much of your income. And, finally, a
regrettable part of your knowledge of the real estate has to do
with several local . . . Kerker,” Fugger pressed a thumb against
his nose, “jails.” He smiled triumphantly.

“I’m flattered to be the object of
such thorough research,” Julian said.

“What if someone offered to buy
your knowledge on a more regular basis?”

“I would listen.”

“I wish to locate a certain type
of cave . . . deep, accessible from the sea, but below its
surface.”

“Those caves tend to be empty. If
they weren’t before I found them, they are now.”

“All the better.”

Julian arched an eyebrow at Fugger. “Go on.”

“I will pay for that kind of
information. I would need detailed charts giving the locations and
dimensions of such caves, along with pertinent data on tidal flows
and the like.”

“Do I get to know why I’m giving
you that kind of information?”

Fugger tilted his head to one side and wagged his
index finger at Julian. “That I am afraid, is my business. And, for
my part, I will not ask you what you do with the money I pay you.”
Fugger reached inside his coat. He pulled out an envelope.

“This contains ten thousand good
German marks.” He placed the envelope between them. “I am going to
close my eyes and count to one hundred. And like a child, I will
wish with all my heart that, when I open them again, the envelope
will be vanished. Like magic.” He squeezed his eyes
shut.

Julian laughed and picked up the envelope. “Don’t
waste a wish. You might need it some day.” He rolled back his pants
and unstrapped an ankle wallet. He pulled the bills from the
envelope, placed them into the wallet, and tucked it away.

“You did not count them,” Fugger
said.

“Tacky to do that, don’t you
think?”

Fugger smiled. “What I think is that, although we
have different styles, we are kindred souls. We both strive for the
detachment of a free spirit. Sometimes I convince myself that I
succeed.” He rose to his feet and winced. He was not used to
sitting cross- legged. “I expect that, as soon as I am out of
sight, you will count the money.”

Julian laughed and stood up. “A pleasure to do
business with you,” he said, and extended a hand.

“I hope I will see you again
simply for pleasure,” Fugger said, shaking the other man’s hand
briefly. “I own a ship called der
Rattensinger. You will find her stationary
approximately thirty nautical miles due south of the little island
of Andikithira, off the northwest tip of Crete. I will be aboard
next weekend, and I would love to show her to you.”

“I’ll make a point of it,” Julian
said.

“Good. Otherwise, for the
convenience of both of us, your usual contact will be a man named
Milos Argyros, who has a shop on Crete, in Sitia. It is called some
kind of fisherman, I believe. You take the information to him, and
he will have money for you.”

“I don’t suppose you could arrange
something in a different town.”

“You have a problem with
Sitia?”

“Sitia has a problem with me.
There was this girl, and things didn’t end well, and she has
brothers . . .” Julian’s voice trailed off. He shrugged and smiled.
“You understand?”

“I understand, but that has to be
the arrangement. I am sure you will manage.”

The two men started down the path.

“I am told there is a pleasant
cafe in Vassiliki, filled with healthy young girls who wind surf in
the bay there,” Fugger said.

“Is that an
invitation?”

“No. A suggestion. I am going to
the other end of the island, to Nidri.”

They reached the road, and Fugger touched his
forehead in an informal salute. “I hope to see you on the
weekend.”

“Absolutely,” Julian
replied.

Fugger started to walk away, then paused. “That
poet,” he said.

“Sappho.”

“That one. Do you suppose she
didn’t jump at all?” He smiled broadly. “It could be someone was
tired of her, and just hit her in the head and threw her off.” He
nodded and strode away.

Julian watched until the other man disappeared
around a bend in the path. Then he sat down and retrieved the ankle
wallet. He pulled out the bills and counted them carefully.

“Ten thousand exactly,” he said,
standing up. “A very perceptive man you are, Herr
Fugger.”

 



Chapter 3

 


Emile Gotard lay on one elbow and watched the woman
who stood at the chipped porcelain basin. She had gotten out of the
bed as soon as they were done, and kept her back turned to him in
an odd show of modesty as she washed. She called herself Rose, but
her wrinkled ass reminded Gotard of a cabbage. The boarding house
room she had brought him to stank, a thing he noticed only now,
with his lust used up and the effect of the beer fading. He had the
beginning of a headache as well. He got up and padded to the
yellow, plastic table under the window, where he had left the
bottle of vodka the woman had insisted on as part of her price. He
ripped off the cap and took a large swallow, making a face as he
did.

“If I had known I would be
drinking this, I’d have bought better,” he said.

“That’s mine,” the woman said over
her shoulder. “Leave it alone.”

“I’ll give you the francs for
another,” Gotard said. He carried the bottle back to the bed and
lay down. The woman pulled her slip over her head and tugged it
past her hips, and only then turned to face him. She looked tired,
and he felt a moment of softness.

“My mother did this for a living,”
he said.

The woman reached for her dress. “Your time is up,”
she said. “If you want to talk, it will cost another seventy-five
francs.”

Gotard spat on the floor and took another swallow of
vodka. It still tasted like shit, but it helped his head.

“You charged enough already for
the little you did,” he said.

“No money, no talk. My time is
valuable to me.”

“All right, seventy-five. Lie
down.”

“The money first,” the woman
said.

Gotard laughed. “Tough one, aren’t you?” He grabbed
his trousers, which were folded on the floor next to him, extracted
a roll of bills and peeled off five of them. The woman counted the
money, put it into her worn, beaded purse, and settled on the bed.
Gotard stretched out on his back.

“She was Italian,” he said,
staring idly at the ceiling. It was covered with a cream-colored
paper that had turned brown in places and was beginning to peel.
“Born in Trieste. During the war she had a German boyfriend, and
afterwards she was treated like some kind of traitor, even though
the Germans and the Italians had been allies. She finally came to
Marseilles. Got tired of the shit, I guess. But she never learned
to speak French worth a damn. I still get called a macaroni, for
that matter. Being a whore was the only kind of work she could
get.”

Gotard took another drink. “What do you think of
that?”

“You paid me to listen, not to
talk,” the woman said. She had buried her head in the pillow, and
it blurred her voice.

Gotard lay silent for a while, sipping at the
bottle. “She did what she could for me,” he said finally. “Kept me
clothed and fed, even sent me to Catholic school. Thought that
would keep me out of trouble.” He laughed.” All it did was teach me
to hate nuns. What witches. I was bruises and welts all the time.
She gave me a different name, too. Said she wanted me to have a
fresh start. Hers was Moschini. Rosa Moschini.” He paused and
blinked at the ceiling. “Maybe that’s why I always pick women with
that name, like you.” It surprised him that he had never thought of
it before.

“She got my name off a street
sign. My last name, I mean. Rue Gotard, and Emile because of some
singer she had a crush on. In the end, she drank herself to death.”
He held up the bottle, stared at it with distaste, then shrugged
and took another swallow. “Do you worry that will happen to
you?”

The woman did not answer.

“I forgot,” he said. “I talk, you
listen. With my boss, it’s the other way around. He talks, I
listen. He’s a rich German, name of Fugger, born in some castle. He
has a picture of it on his wall, alongside of his big deal noble
father who got killed in World War Two. He thinks I’m scum, just an
animal he pays and uses.” Gotard laughed. “I guess I’m a whore,
too, now that I think of it. We’re just a couple of hookers,
n’est cepas?”

The air next to Gotard’s ear filled with a
fluttering snore. He nudged the woman, but she continued to
sleep.

“Shit,” he said, and rolled out of
bed. He dressed, then opened the woman’s purse. The seventy-five
francs lay separate in a neat roll, next to a larger wad of bills
that had been folded over. He pulled the rolled bills out and
tucked them into his pocket. He tossed the purse gently in his
hand. “What the hell,” he said, and took out the rest of the
money.

“Put that back, bastard!” The
woman was awake and on her feet, glaring at him.

“You fell asleep,” Gotard
said.

The woman flung herself at him. “Give me my money,
you lousy thief,” she said.

“I don’t pay for snores, not that
the rest was worth anything either.”

“I did the best I could with that
little thing between your legs,” the woman said, and kneed him in
the groin. “No wonder they call you un macaroni.”

Gotard lifted the woman off the floor and threw her
across the room. She lay there for an instant, fear in her eyes,
then got up and stumbled toward the door.

Gotard hit her. His fist caught her at the angle
between her neck and her collar bone. Something snapped, and she
dropped to the floor. She lay there, breathing harshly, her head
twisted at an impossible angle. The breathing grew more shallow,
then stopped, and a faint smell of feces filled Gotard’s
nostrils.

“You got what you deserved,
bitch,” Gotard said. He pulled out a dirty handkerchief and wiped
off every surface he could think of that might carry his
fingerprints. Then he stuffed the handkerchief back into his pocket
and let himself out of the room.

 



Chapter 4

 


Milos Argyros watched Julian Pray’s retreating
back.

“I told you he wouldn’t count it,”
he said to Andreas, his son, who stood beside him at the counter of
The Fat Fisherman. “Americans think they are too good to count
their money.”

“How much did you take?” Andreas
asked.

“A small commission.” Milos
Argyros patted his pocket, then let his hand slide absently across
his belly.

“So you can pay for the bones that
Dina Skevis’ father and brothers break when they find out you’re
doing business with the Devil?”

“You should be more concerned
about Lydia Kouris’ father, if you ask me. Coming home at all
hours, grinning like a tomcat.” The older man plucked a
fifty-drachma coin from the counter. “At any rate, what Kyrios Pray
does behind the barn isn’t my concern, especially with a Skevis.
They’re not even real Greeks. Who cares what happens to a
Macedonian?” He held out the coin and squeezed it. “This is my
concern, to be a wealthy man, able to support the sons who are
coming to me.” He glanced toward the ceiling of the
shop.

“She is tired a lot, these days,”
Andreas said. “Irene, I mean, not Lydia.” He grinned. “Maybe you
need to get out of the saddle for a while, and give her a
rest.”

“Don’t be disrespectful,” Milos
said, but he returned the grin. He wrapped a heavy arm around his
son’s shoulders. “I think she is pregnant. You will have a brother
soon.”

Andreas shrugged. “Maybe. She didn’t give her first
husband any kids that I noticed.”

“What do you expect, with a man
who drops dead for no reason before he’s thirty? Did you know the
doctors couldn’t find a thing wrong?” Milos snorted. “I think he
just wasn’t man enough to stay alive. Didn’t even own a decent pair
of boots, for God’s sake.” He glanced upward again, and crossed
himself quickly, Greek style, from right to left. “He hardly ever
did it with Irene anyway. Couldn’t make it hard. She told me
herself, when I asked her if he had been as much a man as I am.” He
rubbed the coin against his crotch, as if one had something special
to offer the other, then tossed it into the air.

Andreas snagged the coin. “A commission for me,
too,” he said. “What’s it about, this business with the
American?”

Milos shrugged.” Who knows? The German from the big
ship sends me money. The American brings me sealed envelopes. I
give him the German’s money, and then someone comes and picks up
the envelope. A Frenchman, I think. Huge, ugly son of a bitch who
never smiles, just comes and says ‘Give it to me,’ like I should
know right away what he means.”

“Don’t you?”

Milos cuffed his son lightly on the side of the
head.

“Of course,” he said. “That’s not
the point. It’s a matter of respect. When you’re going to be the
richest man in Sitia you deserve a little respect. Say that for the
American. He knows how to observe the proprieties. When he comes
it’s always a handshake and a smile, and a ‘Kyrie Argyro, tikanete?
How are you?’ He never fails to ask after Irene’s health. Yours,
too, for that matter. If I get that kind of courtesy from an
American, I should be able to expect it from a
Frenchman.”

 



Chapter 5

 


Homer Pray gazed dourly at his son’s attire—dirty
gray New Balance running shoes with a hole above the right toe,
yellow-and-blue argyle socks, button-fly Levis, a T-shirt from a
jazz festival in Corpus Christi, Texas, and a corduroy jacket that
flapped in the damp October wind. He shook his head, then gazed out
to see again.

“So where are you going, Adam?” he
asked.

“Going?”

“From here. This has never been
your idea of a destination resort, so I assume you’re passing
through on the way to somewhere else.”

Pray concentrated on trying to skip a rock across
the whitecaps. “Greece,” he said.

“What’s in Greece?”

Pray paused. “Julian,” he said at length. “At least
he’s supposed to be.” He sailed another rock into the surf. It sank
as soon as it hit the water. He turned to his father.

The older man stood stiffly, staring at the
Atlantic, his hands jammed into the pockets of his trousers.
Shadows whose meaning Pray could only guess at flickered briefly
across his face, then disappeared. Homer Pray paced across the sand
to a low, fat cairn of loosely piled rocks, and sat on it. “Got a
neighbor that’s a Greek,” he said. “Name of Datsopoulos. He talks
real loud and wears a lot of gold. Always talking about how
wonderful Greece is, and how this place is too wet, or too cold, or
too expensive.” He snorted and kicked at the sand. “But I notice he
stays right here in Bethany Beach.” His mouth lifted briefly into a
tight smile. “What’s Julian doing in Greece?”

Pray shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“He just said come, so you
come?”

“Just like that.”

The older Pray banged lightly on the rock pile with
his heel. He wore an old pair of dress shoes, run down but looking
as if they had been polished that morning. Pray wondered if his
father owned any other kind.

“I guess he still has his head
full of dreams,” the older man said.” He was always like that.” He
kicked at the stones again. “He built this, you know? Something
about pirates, or explorers. We used to come out when he was small,
and he always wanted to pretend we were story book characters.” He
scratched his head, stared at the water. “I didn’t see any harm in
it then. Now I wonder if maybe I shouldn’t have refused to go
along. But he never was too big on reality. Everything always had
to have a happy ending.”

He stood up stiffly and pulled one of the smaller
rocks off the cairn. He tossed the rock up, caught it again. “I
remember the last time we came out here. It was just after the
war.”

That meant World War Two, Pray knew—the only war
that counted for his father, the Good War, the one he had fought in
a pinstripe suit and gray hat as an FBI agent.

“We found a bird, one of those
little ones with long legs that chase the waves in and out. It was
hurt, and Julian wanted to take it home and make it well. Hell, I
think it had a wing missing. I tried to explain to him that things
die, things go wrong. But Julian didn’t care. He wanted that happy
ending.”

Pray’s father replaced the stone on the cairn,
examined it, then shifted it slightly.

“We left the damned bird on the
beach, and Julian never came here again.”

Pray tried to imagine his brother as a little boy,
crying over a bird, but the image would not come. It didn’t fit the
happy giant of his memories.

“Let’s go back,” his father
said.

Pray nodded. “Julian must have been a good builder,”
he said, running his hand across the cairn. “This has held up
pretty well.”

“Oh, I come out every now and then
and sort of put it back together,” his father said. He quickened
his pace, striding ahead of his son, his eyes held firmly on the
ground just in front of him.

 



Chapter 6

 


On his own turf, the Old Man blended in, looked as
if he had sprouted from the oversized leather chair that dominated
the tatterdemalion Langley office with its scarred wooden desk and
nondescript, gray metal shelves; but here, in an ornate Paris hotel
room filled with gilt Louis XV replicas, he was like something the
sea had spit onto the beach.

Terry Parker held out the martini he had mixed under
the Old Man’s watchful, reptilian eyes—heavy on the Bombay gin, and
no olive. The Old Man thought olives were effete.

“I hope you find the time for some
pleasure on this trip,” Parker said.

“I never travel for pleasure,” the
Old Man said. He took the martini and wrinkled his nose over it.
Parker hovered, suspended in a half-bow, until his superior sipped
the drink, nodded, and settled into the chair.

“Bring me up to date,” the Old Man
said.

Parker sat down across from him.

“Everything is go,” he said.
“Fugger wasn’t happy at first. Said the furnace on his ship could
only handle two thirds of the waste we intend to pass to him.” He
paused and watched as the Old Man sipped at his martini. He wanted
a drink himself, badly, but the Old Man did not approve of case
officers drinking on duty.

“You used your great powers of
persuasion, I gather,” the Old Man said.

“I told him we don’t care if he
burns the stuff or uses it for bait. And I let him know that we can
run interference for him if any nosy authorities get too
interested.”

“So we have a lock on
him?”

“He doesn’t have a choice. His
fancy incinerator costs too much to operate. He can’t beat the
market price for toxic waste disposal. Without us to hide behind,
his operation is a money loser.”

“I hope you’re right,” the Old Man
said. He drained his glass and held it out to Parker for a second
martini. “Because the French have asked a price for allowing us
Marseilles as a shipping point. They have a large problem with the
nuclear waste they used to dump into Great Britain and the Eastern
Bloc. The Greens have Downing Street scared, the Czechs have other
ways to obtain hard currency these days, and East Germany doesn’t
exist any more.”

“How much are we talking
about?”

“In terms of volume, not a
lot.”

“But in terms of
radioactivity?”

“You don’t want to know.” The Old
Man accepted the second martini and sniffed as warily at it as he
had at the first. Suspicious old fart, Parker thought.

“Fugger will have to handle it,”
the Old Man said. “What is he doing with what we’re giving him
now?”

“Dumping it into undersea caverns.
He hired a man to locate usable spots for him.”

The Old Man cocked an eyebrow. “Anyone we know?”

“His name is Julian Pray. He’s
been drifting around the Med for a few years. Has a little ketch,
hires out for odd jobs, looks for antiquities. Pretty much on the
fringe.”

“Pray.” The Old Man fingered the
rim of his glass and gazed at the ceiling. “We had a Pray,
yes?”

Parker nodded. “Adam Pray. Brother, as a matter of
fact.” Score one for me, he thought, happy he had checked the
relationship out before his chief’s arrival.

“He didn’t last,” the Old Man
said.

“Inherited some money and bailed
out.”

The Old Man shook his head. “No dedication any
more,” he said. “It’s just a job, these days.”

“Not to me, Sir.”

The Old Man stared at Parker, his rheumy eyes
floating just above the martini glass.

“But you have your own agenda,
don’t you?” he asked.

“Just to do the best job I can,”
Parker said.

“Bullshit,” the Old Man said. “You
want my job, Maybe you’ll get it some day.” He drained the glass
and rose heavily from his chair. “In the meantime, you’d better
make this work, or you won’t have any job at all.”

Parker knew he had been dismissed. “Not to worry,
Sir,” he said, and hoped to hell he was right.

 



Chapter 7

 


Someone was following, and probably had been from
the moment Adam Pray had left his hotel and started walking toward
the Golden Gull, guided by the light atop the New Fort perched high
above Corfu Harbor.

The tavern, seedy and sour-smelling, had been a dead
end. When Pray had identified himself, and asked for Julian, the
bartender had given him an odd look, gone to the rear to use the
telephone, and returned to say Julian would not “be available.”
Then he had walked away and left Pray staring after him.

Pray had left the Golden Gull and now wandered
without direction, not sure what to do next, but not wanting to
return to his hotel. A side street beckoned, narrow and devoid of
people, filled with the aromas of dinners being cooked, and
sporting only occasional, puny street lights. Pray turned into it.
Whoever trailed him would have trouble hiding here. A young couple
came out of a side door and marched in step toward him, arms
wrapped around each other against the autumn chill, the woman’s
spike heels clicking on the pavement. Pray used their passage as an
excuse to turn and scan the road behind him. Other than the couple,
no one. He started walking again.

“If I were a thief, I wouldn’t
bother with me,” he muttered, and glanced down at his dirty running
shoes and faded jeans for reassurance.

The street turned sharply left, traveled another ten
yards, and stopped at a two-story building that merged with its
neighbors to form a box canyon of stone and brick. Two tall,
shuttered windows stared down at him over a scarred wooden door.
Pray tested the door. It was locked. He turned and waited.

A man rounded the corner and stopped, a slightly
darker silhouette against the shadows of the street, bulky and
menacing. Pray waited, breathing carefully, sending orders to his
body to calm itself. His body responded, perversely, with an urgent
need to piss.

The man took a shuffling step forward. Pray sprang
at him and lashed out with a left roundhouse kick. The other man
shifted with deceptive speed to one side, and Pray’s foot found
only his shadow. Before Pray could retract his leg, his opponent
slammed a heavy forearm into it, sweeping Pray off his feet. He
landed on his hands, coiled up, then uncoiled and slammed a foot
into the other man’s midsection. The man grunted, air whistling
between his teeth, and sat down all at once. Pray leaped to his
feet and stood, trying to decide whether to finish his attacker
off, or run like hell. The other man decided the question for him,
reaching into his jacket and pulling out a large, semi-automatic
pistol that glistened menacingly in the dim light. Pray stood very
still and waited.

“Move and you’re a dead tourist,”
the man said. He spoke English with an almost, but not quite,
American accent.

“I believe you,” Pray
said.

The man brought his legs up under him and, using his
free hand, began to raise himself to a standing position. As he
did, the gun wavered off its target. Pray’s foot shot out and
caught the other’s wrist. The gun flew into the dark, and Pray
started running, followed by curses, this time in Greek. Just as he
thought he was home free, his foot landed on something round—a can
or bottle, he never knew which—and he was somersaulting backwards
toward the street. He had a moment to wonder how hard the pavement
would be, and then his head exploded in a flash of bright light,
followed by soothing darkness.

~

The world returned as a dark blob surrounded by a
halo of blinding light—a blob that moved from side to side in time
with waves of pain. As Pray’s vision cleared, the blob resolved
itself into a face, hovering over him. He was on his back on
something hard, in a brightly lit room with white walls. He closed
his eyes, and the pain receded.

He sensed movement, heard the scrape of a chair, and
dared to open his eyes again, just a crack this time. The face was
gone.

“You’re gonna have a sore head for
a while, and my ribs hurt like hell, so I guess we’re even.” The
voice belonged to the man in the alley. It was deep, and loud, and
it hurt Pray’s ears. He turned his head toward the source. That
hurt, too. A man sat in the chair, wearing a shirt rolled up at the
sleeves, and a patterned tie in reds and yellows. He smiled, and
revealed a broken front tooth that peeked out jaggedly from under a
bushy, black mustache.

“Are you a doctor?” Pray
asked.

“The doctor has gone to the
bathroom, Mr. Pray. His name, for when you write him a check, is
Spanos Astarkis. And you don’t want to cheat him, because he is
half Turk.”

“And who are you?”

“Inspector Agamemnon Londos,” the
man said. He pulled a leather wallet from his hip pocket, flipped
it open so that Pray could see the badge and identification photo
it contained. “Do you usually attack the police in strange cities,
Mr. Pray?”

It sank in that the policeman had used Pray’s name,
twice. Pray reached for his jacket pocket, and realized for the
first time that he was in shirt sleeves. Londos held up a dark blue
passport and waved it.

“This is safe, Mr. Pray. So is
your money.” He laid the passport on Pray’s chest.

Pray slipped it into his trousers. “Do the local
cops usually stalk innocent tourists?”

“To tell the truth, I’m not even
local, Mr. Pray. I’m from Athens, just here on a temporary
assignment. But I’ve got this habit, you see, of checking tourist
arrivals whenever I visit another town. I figure it as a service to
my hosts, because a lot of the time I recognize an unsavory
character and alert them.”

“How did I qualify?”

“Just your name, Mr. Pray. It’s
the same as someone else I’ve been interested in. So I say to
myself, what’s this all about, and I’m going to pay you a visit at
your hotel, and all of a sudden off you go, headed for the docks,
in the dark, which is not typical tourist behavior. So naturally,
I’m curious.” He rubbed his side and winced. “Curiosity. I never
learn.” He leaned forward and raised his eyebrows questioningly.
“Is Julian Pray a relative of yours?”

Pray sat up carefully. “Am I under arrest?” he
asked.

Londos shook his head. “I suppose I could charge you
with assaulting an officer. But then you’d call your consulate, and
accuse me of police brutality.”

“Then I assume I’m free to
go?”

“Sure,” Londos said. He pulled
open a drawer in the side of the examining table. “Your money’s in
there.”

Pray retrieved his wallet and flipped through it.
Everything seemed to be in place.

Londos stood and stretched. “You’ll like the Hotel
Cavalieri,” he said. “It’s small and quiet. No air conditioning,
but who needs that in October?” He walked to the door. “You want a
ride?”

“I’d rather walk.”

“Sure thing. The air will help
clear your head.” Londos’ voice remained cordial, but his eyes said
he would not be a man to fool with. “We like our tourists to have a
good time, Mr. Pray,” he said. “I just hope a tourist is all you
are.” He opened the door and motioned Pray through. “I’ll point you
in the right direction for your hotel. It’s only about a dozen
blocks from here.”

The walk helped. Here, closer to the central
commercial district, the streets were filled with people and cars,
talking, laughing and honking. People rave about the light in
Greece, but Pray’s overwhelming impression was of noise. Nobody
drove without honking, and no one seemed to talk in a normal tone
of voice. Even now, past midnight, the Esplanade sounded like a
party. He tried to remember if the noise had bothered him as much
before his skull and the pavement had been introduced, and decided
to delay judgment until after a good night’s sleep.

Pray reached the hotel, and closed the door of his
room gratefully. He poured a stiff brandy, changed out of his
clothes and into a silk robe. The brandy and the robe were two
necessities he never traveled without. The window was open, and a
chill wind cut through the fabric of the robe. He closed the
window, settled carefully into an overstuffed chair, and sipped the
brandy. Closing the window helped make the room quieter, as
well.

Someone knocked at the door. He pried himself out of
the chair and walked across the room.

“What is it?” he asked through the
door.

“Tilegrafima,
kyrie.”

“What?”

“Telegram, sir.”

“You’re kidding,” Pray muttered.
He opened the door.

A teenage girl in a starched dress stood in the
hall, a yellow envelope in her hand. She dropped her gaze to the
half-open robe, and held out the telegram with a flicker of a
smile.

Pray took the envelope and closed the door. He
picked up his glass, splashed more brandy into it, and carried
glass and bottle back to the chair before he opened the seal.

The paper inside was plain, with no letterhead or
anything official looking on it. Handwritten in black ink was the
message,” FUGGER TIL 41 213.”

What the hell, he wondered, was a fugger til? His
first impulse was to call the front desk and ask for a translation;
but as he started to rise, his head throbbed, and he sat down
again. He drained the glass, poured another two fingers of brandy,
and finished that. Then he shrugged off his robe, turned off the
light, crawled into the bed, and pulled the pillow over his
head.

~

Morning brought two signs that he had returned to
normal. The noise, which washed over him in waves when he opened
the window, didn’t bother him any more—cheered him if anything. And
he was hungry. He showered quickly, pulled on jeans and a T-shirt,
considered socks, then slipped into his shoes without them, and
headed downstairs. The thought of the message in his pocket nudged
him toward the front desk, but before he could reach it, his
stomach growled, and he veered toward the street and the nearest
cafe.

A spinach and cheese pie, with a pastry wrapping
that would win no prizes, and enough garlic to keep any
self-respecting vampire away, satisfied his hunger; and a couple of
small cups of the coffee Pray had always called Turkish, but
reminded himself here to think of as Greek, brought his brains up
to speed. He ordered a small ouzo to lubricate everything, and
pulled out the cryptic message.

A shadow fell over Pray’s table and Agamemnon Londos
settled himself into the opposite chair. “Forty-one is the exchange
for Paleokastritsas,” he said. “That’s on the west coast of the
island, across the Strait of Otranto from Italy. Very beautiful.”
Londos gestured toward the waiter who had appeared with the sudden
attentiveness that cops get everywhere in the world. “Ena ouzaki,”
he said, and turned back to Pray as the waiter hurried off. He
pointed to the message. “That’s a telephone number, see? It belongs
to a man named Dieter Fugger.”

Pray gave the policeman a jaundiced stare. “Don’t I
get to have any secrets?”

Londos smiled broadly. “Did you know that the word
in Greek for secret is mystiko? Like a mystery. That’s you, Mr.
Pray. You’re a mystery. So I keep an eye on you. And all my
friends,” he waved his hand in a circle, “they help me.” He pointed
to the yellow sheet of paper. “That’s how I know about that. And,
you see, that other guy named Pray, the one I mentioned last night,
happens to work for Dieter Fugger.” The ouzo came. Londos took a
sip, then peered at Pray over the rim of the glass. “More
mysteries, right? Maybe Fugger just got you confused with that
other Mr. Pray.” He leaned back, grinned again, and finished his
ouzo.

 



Chapter 8

 


Artemisa Pankratis shifted drowsily to pull her
shoulder blade away from a rough spot on the rock ledge. The candle
Spyros Agrotis had brought to the underwater cave still burned
brightly, and Artemisa judged that not much time had passed since
they had finished making love. She ran a fingertip across his bare
shoulder, which glowed dark gold in the flickering light. He
shrugged slightly but did not awake. His breathing echoed softly
against the walls of the cavern, but he did not snore. That was
good, she thought. Both her father and mother made enough noise at
night to drive her, on warm nights, out of the house and into the
arbor to sleep. Just past Spyros’ head the candle flame glistened
against the chain belt of brass and colored glass that he had
brought her from Athens. He had insisted she wear it tonight,
clasped around her bathing suit.

“It makes you look like a sea
goddess,” he had said. It was especially beautiful in the warm glow
of the candle, she thought. He was beautiful, too. Although not
very practical, she warned herself, and tried to let it matter. She
smiled again, snuggled closer to him, and let herself
drift.

She was asleep, and dreaming that she and Spyros
were making love again, when the light came on. For a panicky
moment she thought she was at home in bed, and that her parents had
caught her with Spyros. She moved to cover herself, and the reality
of the stone scraping against her skin brought her back to the
cave. She felt Spyros sit up as her eyes popped open. The candle
was out, and the illumination came from below the surface of the
water.

Spyros leaned over the edge of the shelf,
reflections rippling across his face as he stared into the
water.

“What is it?” she
asked.

“I don’t know. Some kind of search
light shining on the cave entrance. It must be powerful. Look, you
can see almost to the bottom.”

As her eyes followed his pointing finger, something
dark floated into view, well under the water, and descended to the
bottom. Another followed, and then more. She counted a dozen.

“They look like trash cans,” she
said.

“Sometimes depth charges, like
they use to kill submarines, look like that,” Spyros said. “I saw
it in a movie, once.”

He slid into the water.

“Where are you going?” she asked,
and grabbed his arm.

He patted her hand. “To take a look.”

“What if they see you?”

“They won’t. I’ll stay under water
until I’m out of the light.”

He upended himself and swam toward the cave
entrance, his form outlined clearly as he worked against the
incoming current. Then he was gone. Artemisa settled back on the
shelf and hugged her knees. She wished he had left his wristwatch,
so she could mark the passing of time. She put her swimming suit
back on. Then she tried counting seconds and marking the minutes by
scratching the stone shelf with a chip of gravel, but the gravel
was too soft to scar the rock. She collected a pile of pebbles and
chips, with the idea of lining them up, placing one down each sixty
seconds.

She had arranged an even dozen when the water went
dark again. She crouched on the ledge, torn, wanting to leave but
afraid to venture into the blackness alone. She tried counting
seconds again, lost track, and decided at last that she would have
to go.

She slid from the ledge and swam to the front wall
of the cave, not wanting to spend too much time under the surface
because she didn’t know how long she could hold her breath, then
dove for the entrance. The current caught her body at an awkward
angle, and she could make no headway. It swept her back and she
fishtailed to the surface, gasping for air as her head broke
water.

She swam toward the ledge, and banged painfully
against it in the dark, then draped her arms over it while she
caught her breath. She began to be afraid. The idea of death, a
thing that had always before been something that happened to
someone else, wrapped itself around her guts and twisted them. She
wished Spyros would come back, and decided to climb back up on the
ledge to wait, for him or for dawn, when at least she could see the
way out. The idea calmed her, and she climbed back onto the shelf
and stretched out on her stomach. But then the darkness began to
tease at her, began to convince her that she could not stay, that
the black waters would rise over her, to the very ceiling of the
cave, and she would drown. She felt panic, and everything began to
spin. The rock itself seemed to heave and shift under her, trying
to hurl her back into the water.

“The cave is safe,” she said. The
sane part of her mind knew that was true, that there were no tides
or currents around the island that would be strong enough to affect
the level of water in the cave. She banged her knuckles against the
rock as hard as she could, to cause pain and distract herself from
the panic. That worked for a while; but then the fear returned, and
she could not force herself to stay.

Trembling, she crawled to the edge of the shelf and
lowered herself stiffly into the water. She took a deep gasp of
air, and another, then ducked her head and pushed off as hard as
she could with her feet. She swam harder than she had ever swum,
her muscles fighting both the current and her own panic, until her
lungs were bursting and she had to rise, not knowing whether she
would encounter air or rock.

Her head broke the surface, and she flailed noisily
as she sucked in fresh air. She looked up and saw the stars
briefly. Then a brighter light went on, blinding her.

“Voila
lagonzesse!” It was a male voice, one she
had never heard, speaking a language she did not recognize. An
engine rumbled to life and grew louder as a boat approached her.
Afraid again, she began to swim for the rocky shore. The engine
increased in pitch, and got closer, and then she was snatched up,
dragged roughly over the gunwale of the boat, and dropped to the
deck. The light went out as the hands released her, and the boat
began to turn. It pulled away from shore slowly, engine burbling,
until it had gone about a thousand meters.

“C’est bon,” a voice called, and the engine was still. Someone shoved
her roughly toward the stern, where a small light glowed under an
awning that stretched over the rear deck. The boat was not very
large, perhaps twelve meters, with a brass and mahogany railing,
and bench seats along the sides, facing each other. Spyros sat on
one of the seats. A man stood next to him, swinging a heavy
flashlight.

He held the light on Artemisa.
“Bonnepoule, ca,”
he said, focusing the beam on her crotch. Then he turned back to
Spyros.

“Is this all of you there is?” he
asked, in heavily accented Greek.

Spyros stared sullenly at his feet and remained
silent. The man slammed the flashlight against his head once, then
struck the same spot a second time. Spyros bit off a scream.

“Are there more?” the man
repeated. He raised the flashlight again, and Spyros flinched
away.

“Only us,” he said.

The man hit him again. This time Spyros did not bite
the scream off.

“You sure?” the man
asked.

“Just us,” Spyros said. “We aren’t
causing any harm. Let us go.”

“Nous sommes vraiment dans
lamerde,” the man said, turning to his
companion, who still held Artemisa. “Q’voudre?”

The other man pointed at Spyros, then made a
slashing motion across his throat.

The man at the railing shrugged and pulled a pistol
from his belt. He pointed it at Spyros, who stared at him, his
mouth sagging open, his eyes as big as eggs.

“Pasde pistole, cretin,” the other man said. He dragged Artemisa to a bench
and pushed her down, then strode across to the boy. She watched,
dazed, and oddly detached, as if it were all a movie. She had never
seen Spyros afraid before. She felt oddly disappointed.

The man who had held her was huge, a giant. Spyros
seemed a frightened child in comparison. The man grabbed him by the
hair and jerked him up, then let go and slammed an oversized fist
into his jaw. Spyros dropped to the deck, and the man hoisted him
by his ankles. Holding him high, like a prize goose, he marched
toward the railing next to the bench Artemisa sat on. The man
smiled and winked at Artemisa. He lowered Spyros, head first, into
the sea. The boy struggled as his head entered the water, striking
out with his arms and twisting his back and neck, trying to get his
head above the surface. The other man ran laughing to the rail and
shined the flashlight into the water. Its powerful beam illuminated
the thrashing body as the struggling diminished. First the head
became still, then the arms swung more and more slowly until only
the waves rocked them with a gentle motion. Finally the feet,
jerking and twitching in the giant’s grip, stopped moving.

The man let go. Artemisa watched in a trance, still
not fully understanding what was happening, because it lay so far
beyond anything she had ever experienced, as Spyros’ body, arms and
legs moving in an odd, graceful dance, sank beyond the reach of the
flashlight beam.

The man turned to Artemisa. “A little blowjob, non?”
he said.

Artemisa shook her head.

“Yes, cutie,” the man said. He
unbuttoned his fly and exposed his penis. “You like my
cock?”

Artemisa shook her head again. “Please, no,” she
said.

The man grabbed her, forced her mouth against his
penis. It stank, and she gagged and clamped her lips shut. He
slapped her lightly. She shut her mouth tighter and tried to twist
away from his grip. He slapped her harder, then pried her jaw open
with his fingers and shoved his penis into her mouth. Reflexively,
she clamped her teeth down. The man yelped in pain and bent over,
grabbing his penis.

“Salope!”
he yelled. He slugged her with his fist, dazing her, then grabbed
her by the hair and threw her to the deck on her back. “The other
end, in that case,” he said. He rolled her over, and slammed her
forehead into the planks. The blow left her half conscious as he
tugged and pulled the swimsuit from her limp body. Then his weight
was on her back, and something was tearing her rear end apart. She
screamed and struggled briefly, then followed her mind to a dark
corner where the pain seemed more distant, not really
hers.

She was not aware that he had finished, and had
removed himself from her, until his hands grabbed her and dragged
her to her feet. He pushed his face into hers, so that their
foreheads touched, and they stared at each other for a moment. Then
he began to press her toward the railing with his body. She didn’t
comprehend until she felt the cool brass against the back of her
knees.

“No. Please,” she said, still
staring into his eyes. He stopped, and bent over, and almost gently
pulled her swimsuit back on. For just a moment, she allowed herself
to believe that he would let her go. But then, still bent over, he
grabbed her ankles and flipped her over the rail.

“Au revoir,” he said, and lowered her into the water.

 



Chapter 9

 


Irene Argyros balanced against a rock and labored to
catch her breath. The climb over the ridge to this little piece of
coast had tired her. She took it as one more sign that she was
pregnant, and smiled.

“And all because a fat old man
wants sons,” she said, and then pinched the back of her hand hard,
just as her mother had done to her when she was a child. It wasn’t
good to make fun of Milos. He was not cruel, even when he was
drunk. And he had married her, rescued her from God knew how many
years of wearing a black widow’s dress and sleeping with her
cats.

Not that the dress she wore now, of broad,
horizontal gray and coffee stripes, was much better. No more black,
Milos had insisted, but nothing too bright, either. People will
talk. They would talk anyway, she had argued. Sitia might be a town
of almost six thousand souls, but when it came to gossip, it was no
different than the meanest village up on the Lassithi Plateau.
Especially when the bride has been in mourning less than a year,
and the groom has a son almost as old as the bride. Milos had won
the argument because he paid for the dresses. She had no money of
her own, and never would. Her first husband had been a beautiful
man, but a dreamer. When her new husband died—and if he didn’t lose
weight and cut down on the amount of tsikudi he drank, that might
be sooner than he expected—then Andreas would be the man of the
house, and he would tell her what to wear. But in the meantime she
had a comfortable life. And now she would have a child.

She shrugged out of the dress, rolled it neatly, and
wedged it into a crevice well above the waterline. Underneath the
dress she wore a two-piece suit of flaming orange, not quite a
bikini, but close enough to please her. She patted it and grinned.
What her neighbors didn’t see, they couldn’t wag their tongues at.
She wondered how much longer she would be able to wear the suit,
and whether her body, as it grew, would refuse to submerge the
couple of meters to the mouth of the cave below her.

She dived steeply into the water, sweeping her arms
to pull herself farther down, and let the current that entered the
cave guide her to its mouth. Then she floated through and popped to
the surface. Even inside, there was still a current, and she let it
carry her to a low shelf of rock on the far side of the cavern.

She pulled herself out and settled cross-legged on
the ledge. The cave air still had the same smell she had noticed a
few weeks before. If anything, it was stronger now—heavy, sweet,
but tinged with a metallic edge she could almost taste. It was
unpleasant, but as Irene sat on the rocky ledge, bathed in the dim,
blue glow of light from the cave entrance, and let her mind drift,
she soon failed to notice it. She had no idea where the odor came
from, but had decided from the first that even if it was somebody’s
sewage, she would not let it keep her away. She needed the privacy,
time away from gossiping neighbors, to think and meditate on the
life growing inside her. She could, at any rate, think of half a
dozen places in Sitia that smelled worse, including the foul back
yard of old Foti Thakis, who went around telling everyone that
Irene would bear a kallikanzaros, a monster, because she had
conceived during the wrong phase of the moon.

Her hand moved unconsciously to the leather thong
around her neck and down to the small, clay pendant that hung from
it. It was a figurine, a woman in a full skirt with bare breasts,
and an odd, towering hairdo. Milos, who knew about such things,
said it was older than even the Greeks on the island, from the time
of the Minoans, three or four thousand years in the past. He said
it was a goddess, and was supposed to bring luck, which was his way
of saying, bring a son; and although he laughed and joked about
superstition, she sensed that he wanted her to wear it. So she did.
It was no more foolish that any of the other things she had done to
please him—placing garlic under her pillow every time she and Milos
had sex, and letting crazy old Ioanna Kostos play the flijanou, the
fortune teller, with her, making coffee, drinking it, turning the
cup upside down to spill the grounds. She had made the sign of the
cross three times over the saucer, bent close enough for her
half-blind eyes to read the grounds, and then told Irene she must
eat the umbilicus of a first-born son. Ioanna had brought the birth
cord herself, and watched Irene choke it down.

Irene’s breathing echoed against the walls of the
cave. She rubbed her thumb over the pendant, and wondered how her
husband would respond if the new life inside her turned out to be a
girl.

A dull ache distracted her. It was low in her back,
on both sides, in the area she was pretty sure her kidneys
occupied. The pain had begun a few weeks before, only coming now
and then at first. Now it was there all the time, sometimes not too
noticeable, and sometimes intense enough to make her groan. Irene
stretched out on her side. The fetus stirred, and she lay quietly,
pressing one hand against her belly while her gaze wandered idly
around the cave. She caught a glint of something on the rocky
shelf. She squinted in the shifting, filtered light. The glint
reappeared, and she rose to investigate.

The gleam came from a chain of gold-colored metal.
Irene picked it up and carried it back to the water’s edge, where
the light was better. It was a belt, made of metal links and
faceted pieces of colored glass. She recognized it at once. It was
the belt Artemisa Pankratis had worn so proudly the last time Irene
had seen her. She had been walking down the street with Spyros,
looking as if she owned the world. Irene realized that she had not
had this cave to herself after all. The two young lovers had
obviously made use of it. She shivered. She had seen the bodies
when they had been brought back to town, bloated and gray. She
quelled an impulse to throw the belt into the water, and inspected
it again. It was heavier than it looked, solid and well made. She
pressed it against her waist, or where her waist had been, and
giggled. There might have been a time when it would have fit, but
no longer. She held it out again and swung it slightly, so that the
shifting light from the water played across the metal and the
stones.

“So pretty,” she said. Her sister
was slender. Irene closed her eyes and pictured the belt on Lydia.
A brief vision of Artemisa interfered, but she pushed it away.
“Lydia will like it,” she said.

The odor in the cave seemed suddenly stronger, and
she began to feel sick to her stomach. One of the least charming
aspects of pregnancy, she thought. She hadn’t been able to cook
kidneys for weeks, and could tell from a meter away if a fish was
even a little off. She wrapped the chain belt around her wrist,
lowered herself into the water, and swam toward the entrance of the
cave.

 



Chapter 10

 


Dieter Fugger’s house perched on a cliff, and the
window in this room stretched from marble floor to fifteen-foot
ceiling, framing Fugger against a shimmering background of sky and
water. He stood as tall as Pray, with the over-fed look that the
wealthy often have. But he strode toward his visitor with a springy
step that spoke of conditioned muscle, and the hand he offered was
hard, one that had done real work.

“How do you do, Mr. Pray. I am
Dieter Fugger. I hope my driver didn’t give you a heart attack
bringing you up our dreadful excuse for a road,” he
said.

“Not in the least,” Pray
lied.

“Good! A drink?”

“A brandy and soda.”

Fugger stepped briskly across to an ornately carved
sideboard that stood against a wall under a tryptich of large
pictures—the photograph of a crenelated castle on the right, one of
a large, tree-bordered house with whitewashed walls on the left,
and an oil painting of a young, blond man in the field gray uniform
of the Waffen SS between them. He pulled out two glasses and a
bottle of Remy Martin XO.

“I’m afraid this is the only
brandy I have.”

“Forget the soda, in that
case.”

Fugger smiled and nodded. “Of course.” He splashed a
generous amount of cognac into Pray’s glass, then withdrew a bottle
of Weller’s. From a side compartment, he pulled out an ice tray,
dropped a couple of cubes into the glass, and filled it with
whiskey. “I am addicted to your American sour mash.” He nodded
toward a small, marble-topped table and a couple of chairs next to
the window. “Sit, and we’ll talk.” He settled into one of the
chairs, sipping on his whiskey, his eyes not leaving Pray as the
other man sat down across from him.

“You move like an athlete,” he
said.

“I like to get in a little
exercise.”

“I’m sure.” Fugger opened a silver
box that rested on the table to reveal a stack of slender cigars,
whose dark brown, almost black color said the tobacco was sun
cured, and whose aroma spoke of quality. “Havana,” he said.” Will
you have one?”

“I don’t smoke,
thanks.”

“Do you mind if I do?”

“Help yourself.”

Fugger pulled a slender lighter from his pants and
lit the cigar. “Your brother has an interesting lighter,” he said
as he replaced his.

“I remember when he found it, when
we were kids.”

“You have a long history together,
then.”

Pray shrugged. “Impressive place you have.”

Fugger laughed. “I am asking too many questions. It
is just that when I meet the brother of someone I have employed, I
am curious. Is this someone who might be useful? Or someone who
might be dangerous? My business is sensitive politically. I worry.”
He pointed to a picture on the far wall. It was of a ship, long and
lying oddly low in the water. The forward half stood somewhat
higher, pierced at regular intervals by large windows that reminded
Pray of the staterooms of a cruise ship. A massive, white dome,
twice as tall as the rest of the vessel, dominated the stern.

“That is my ship,
der Rattensinger,” he
said. She allows me to maintain this house that you find so
impressive.”

“There was an old woman who lived
in a shoe,” Pray murmured.

“Bitte?”

“An old nursery rhyme, about a
woman who lived in a shoe, and had too many children and not enough
of anything else.” He pointed his glass toward the picture. “It
does look a little like a shoe.”

Fugger laughed. “You are right, now I think of it.
And your nursery rhyme comes closer than one might believe,” he
said. “To tell the truth, just about everything I had, plus a fair
amount I borrowed, begged or otherwise cajoled, is tied up in my
ship. If it goes, I am like that old woman.”

“You like taking
risks.”

Fugger nodded enthusiastically.
“Very much. My entire life has been a risk.” He stood up. “But
also, der Rattensinger is a genuine wonder. Look here.” He walked to a table, opened
a drawer, and pulled something out, then stepped back to Pray’s
side. In his palm he held a pile of shiny black gravel. “Give me
any toxic material in the world and let me run it through the
incinerator of my ship, and this is the result. Vitrified waste,
completely safe. In fact..” He returned to the table, tossed the
gravel into the drawer, and came back with a small statue of a man
in medieval dress, playing the pipes of Pan. “This is of the same
stuff, and I have commissioned a larger one to go aboard
der Rattensinger.” The
original process was developed by one of your countrymen. I have
made it safer and more efficient. Best of all, it is in the middle
of the ocean. Out of sight, out of mind.”

Pray drained his glass and held it out. “May I?”

“Of course.” Fugger sprang up and
took the glass to the sideboard. He filled it, and then stood for a
moment—the word posed popped into Pray’s mind—gazing up at the
castle on the wall. Pray had the idea that he was supposed to
mention it.

“The old ancestral home?” he
asked.

Fugger smiled and shook his head. He handed Pray the
drink.

“I was born in that white house,”
he said, waving toward the other photo. He sat down, took a large
gulp of whiskey. “Do you know of the Lebensborn
program?”

“Himmler’s grand plan to populate
the world with Aryan masterpieces.”

Fugger spread his hands in a mocking little bow.
“You see before you one of those masterpieces. That house was a
Lebensborn home, in a little town called Lenggries, in Bavaria. The
Nazis confiscated it from a Jewish family. My mother’s name was
Hilde Gruen. She was from Frankfurt, and I think she mainly wanted
some decent food and a rest from factory work. Even before the war,
the Nazis had people working double hours at half wages.” Fugger
stood and approached the pictures. “That is the man my mother
always claimed was my father. I think she was not really sure of
that. But she always talked of him, of how polite and gentle he
was. He never entered her room without knocking and asking
permission. I gather others were less well-mannered. His name was
Erich Fugger, and he was born there.” He pointed to the castle.
“Schloss Nesselstein. It lies on the banks of the Loisach River
near Murnau, in southern Germany. He died on the Russian front. I
found the story of his death in the archives of the Murnau
newspaper, with his picture.” Fugger grinned briefly. “That was the
model for the portrait. I had professional photographers take the
other two pictures.”

Fugger returned to the sideboard and poured himself
another whiskey. “My mother died of liver cancer when I was
fifteen. They said it was from toxic fumes in the factory where she
worked after the war. She had filled me with tales of my supposed
Fugger heritage. So I went to Murnau, and found the place. The only
one living there was an old woman. I think she was my father’s
mother—perhaps my grandmother, yes? I introduced myself, and she
stood in the door, and stared down at me, down her big, German nose
with a hump in the middle. And do you know what she said to me, Mr.
Pray?”

Pray waited in silence.

Fugger stalked back to the table, sat down, and
gripped Pray’s wrist.

“She said, ‘My son would never
involve himself with Nazi trash.’ And then she slammed the door in
my face.” Fugger stared out the window for a long moment. “I
discovered that she died not long after. It pleases me to think
that the shock of seeing me might have killed the old bitch. Best
of all, the castle went up for grabs, and an American picked it
off.” He swallowed more whiskey and fixed his eyes on Pray. “A Jew,
in fact. Marvelous twist, don’t you think so? Closes the circle, so
to speak.”

Pray gazed at his host and looked for a trace of the
drive that had brought him from a Frankfurt slum to this giant
house perched above the sea. In the eyes, he decided—pale brown,
deep set, and hard around the edges.

“You’ve survived pretty nicely,”
he said.

“I agree,” Fugger replied. “And
they do say the best revenge is to live well.”

“A journalist friend once told me
that the best revenge is to write well.”

Fugger laughed delightedly. “Very nice. But as I am
no writer, I will satisfy myself with this.” He refilled both
glasses. “But now that you have so kindly allowed me both to
satisfy my curiosity to meet you, and to inflict on you my life
history, I must give you the information you came for. Your
brother..” Fugger paused and peered at Pray, as if to emphasize the
point, “whose services I value greatly, Mr. Pray, had to leave for
Crete. On business. He will not have a fixed schedule, but will
leave word of his location in the town of Sitia, at the business
establishment of a man named Milos Argyros. It is called The Fat
Fisherman.”

“Small world,” Pray
said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Nothing.” Pray finished the
brandy and stood up. Fugger rose as well and took his arm as they
walked toward the door.

“Your brother has a sailboat,” he
said. “He calls it the Broken Wing, and he refuses to tell me why.”
He leaned toward Pray conspiratorially. “If you find out, please
let me know. Such puzzles leave me sleepless.”

~

CRETE,1400 BC

Amphimedes Three Fingers leans against the
wickerwork body of his battle chariot and surveys the land that is
to be his. The chariot, battered by this up-and-down island, groans
under him. Amphimedes glances at the heaving, sweaty flanks of the
two ponies that pull the vehicle. He has heard that across the sea
to the northeast, in the land of the Hittites, they breed horses so
large that one beast alone can pull a chariot—big enough, in fact,
for a man in armor to ride on top of. He shifts his gaze to the
ruined Cretan town before him, and allows himself to dream of a
time when this land might afford him a pair of such horses. It is a
small domain, but a precious gift of fate for the youngest son of a
very minor branch of the house of Atreus, packed with olive trees
and affording good grazing for the breeder sheep he has
brought.

He fingers the kiphos at his belt, the bronze sword
with ivory inlay that, like the chariot, has never drawn blood,
never in fact seen a use harsher than lopping an orange in half. He
sweeps his eyes across the small valley. One or two buildings at
most have withstood the fury of Poseidon Earthshaker, and they
barely. Everything else lies in rubble. At the base of the nearest
hill, and rising in two terraces up its slope, stands the ruined
palace of whatever Minoan noble called this place his. Enough
remains for Amphimedes to see that the windows were large, the
walls fragile, and the fortifications nonexistent. They trusted
their island to be the only fortress they needed.

Amphimedes remembers, as a boy, listening to his
grandfather’s tales of the Minoans. They sounded like gods; he
thought they probably walked on water. Now he and other Achaeans
have come in the wake of three generations of earthquake and fire,
drawn by tales of a shattered land ripe for plucking, and have
found men like any other, except perhaps smaller, who seem not to
have the will to resist. Women, too, who spread their legs on
command, although their swarthy skins and vulture noses make them
not very desirable for anything more than a quick poke after a few
cups of Minoan wine, which is indeed very good stuff.

One of his own soldiers, the one called Ekhinos,
stands at the edge of what was a house with a cellar, and is now
only a hole surrounded by rocks. The soldier stares into the
opening, and something in the set of his stocky body catches
Amphimedes’ attention. Suddenly the man drops his spear and giant,
figure-eight leather shield, and leaps into the cellar space.
Amphimedes urges his team forward, and the chariot bangs and
rattles across the rough ground. He draws up at the edge of the
hole, and stares down at Ekhinos, who comes to attention with a
scowl.

“You found something. What did you
find?” Amphimedes leans forward, trying to see past the soldier
into the deep shadow that fills the corners of the
cellar.

Ekhinos shakes his head. “Nothing. I was
mistaken.”

Amphimedes straightens and stares at the other man,
counting on the ice in his eyes to intimidate. He is inordinately
proud of his eyes, to the point of signing himself glaukos, gray
eyes, on documents, although his men have taken to calling him o
skilos, the dog, behind his back, because of the difficulty he has
keeping his pecker to himself.

“You’re lying,” he says. Ekhinos
shrugs, and as his shoulder moves, something glints in the
shadow.

Amphimedes points. “Bring me that.”

“It’s mine,” the soldier says. “I
found it.”

“Anything here is mine by right
of..” Amphimedes pauses. His own well-developed sense of irony will
not allow him to add “conquest.”

“By right of ownership,” he
finishes. “Bring it here.”

“Get it yourself.”

Amphimedes clambers from the chariot. “Very well,”
he says. He lowers himself into the cellar and faces Ekhinos. He
draws his sword.

The soldier smiles. “I had the pleasure; I will pay
the price.”

Amphimedes returns the smile. “If you survive, and
aren’t too addled, perhaps I’ll promote you.”

He slams the flat of the sword blade against the
other man’s unprotected head.

Ekhinos drops like a stunned ox. Amphimedes steps
into the shadow. The bones of a human, a man by the size of them,
lie stretched across the stone floor. They are old, cleaned and
polished by the Gods know how many eons of wind and rain. Wrapped
around the fingers of the skeleton’s right hand is a chain of lapis
beads, and attached to that a honey bee of finely wrought gold and
silver, more delicate and beautiful than anything Mycenae has ever
produced. Amphimedes picks it up and lets it dangle, rotating and
glinting in the bright sunlight. He smiles, pleased. A bee
represents fertility, and productivity, a good omen for his new
life on this island.

Amphimedes wheels the horses and drives them, the
chariot clattering and bounding behind, toward the ruined palace,
where he has established a temporary home. He has ordered the
scorched walls of the megarion, the grand hall of the building,
braced with new timbers. A wide gap that the heaving earth has
shaken out of one of the walls serves as an entrance, with
sailcloth stretched across it for privacy. The guard standing by
the watch fire has said nothing of a visitor. But as Amphimedes
enters, and adjusts his vision to the flickering light of an olive
oil lamp, a woman rises from the bed and bows, her hands pressing
against the flounces of her skirt. Above the waist she wears
nothing, except for the rouge that circles her nipples. The black
hair and high, arched hawk’s beak of a nose label her Minoan,
although her skin is as pale as the belly of a fish. Her waist is
impossibly small above heavy hips and thighs. Just below her right
breast a dark, livid mark spreads. He assumes it is a birthmark—it
is too irregular for a tattoo—but it looks for all the world like a
spider, and in the flickering light of the lamp, he can almost see
it move.

Amphimedes feels both desire and discomfort as she
gazes at him with huge, unblinking eyes.

“What are you?” he says. “A gift
from my men?”

She shakes her head and moves toward him. Amphimedes
steps back warily. The woman smiles. She opens a clasp at her waist
and drops her skirt to the floor. Then she holds out empty hands,
palms up, and pivots slowly, offering him a full view of her naked
body, and the large rug of black, curly hair that spreads across
her mound. She moves closer to him, and to the lamp, and he sees
that her eyes are not black, as he has thought at first, but deep
blue, the color of lapis, and as impenetrable.

The woman reaches a small hand between his thighs
and strokes his crotch, and his cock responds with an immediate
erection. Then she reaches for his sword belt. Instinctively, he
knocks her hand away and shoves her across the room. She staggers,
then catches her balance and walks in mincing steps toward the
bedding in the corner, where she lies down on her back and
smiles.

Amphimedes goes to the entrance to say he is not to
be disturbed. The guard fire burns brightly, but unattended. His
immediate impulse is to find the derelict soldier, have him
punished. Then he glances back at the woman, who makes a kiss with
her lips. She thrusts her hips at him and rubs herself between the
thighs. Amphimedes removes his helmet, then unstraps his sword and
shrugs out of his tunic. He starts to kick off his sandals, then
thinks better of it. Her only interest in his penis might be as a
trophy to nail to her wall. She is unknown, and so she may be
dangerous.

The thought that she might want to kill him excites
him. Approaching the bed, he lays his sword carefully to one side,
close enough for him to reach if he needs it, but out of the
woman’s grasp.

“What is your name?” he asks, as
he stands over her. She smiles, and holds her index finger to her
lips, then tugs him to her by his penis. His style with women is
crude and simple—poke them, and finish them—but he seems not to
manage that with this one. His cock fails to find a place, and then
it stops mattering as she begins to do things to him with her lips,
and teeth, and fingernails. His body fills with the pressure of
passion, his breathing coming faster and faster, and his heart
pounding so loud that he can hear it, and feel it when she presses
against his chest. Finally, when he is sure he cannot stand it any
more, she lets him in, wraps her vagina around him, and squeezes
him in flowing waves, her own mouth open now, showing small, white
teeth. Her eyes trap his, and he feels like a bird hypnotized by a
snake, unable to look away.

He feels orgasm coming, and as he begins to reach
the point of inevitability, she digs her nails into his scalp,
pulls his head down and bites his lower lip, hard enough that he
can taste, through the frenzy she has led him to, the salt of his
own blood.

“My name is Death,” she whispers,
as he comes with a piercing release that approaches pain. Then real
pain arrives, as something sharp and hard penetrates his back,
slices into his kidney, then tears up to his heart. He rears back,
confused by the agony. The woman stares at him, smiling. He
screams, but no sound passes his lips. Then his heart bursts, and
he dies.

Ekhinos stares at the death he has wrought. For a
brief eternity everything is frozen—no one moving, or even
breathing, and not a sound, except for the incessant cooing of the
tiny owls that inhabit every crevice of the island.

Then the woman rises from the bed, and Amphimedes’
body slides to the floor like a discarded robe. She bends down and
pulls the bee pendant over the head of the corpse, which lies
wide-eyed on its back, one shoulder raised, where the hilt of the
dagger holds it off the ground, as if in protest.

Ekhinos extends a sticky hand. “Give it to me.”

The woman shakes her head and smiles. She holds the
pendant behind her, and with her other hand, grasps Ekhinos’ wrist.
“We aren’t finished,” she says. She licks blood from his fingers,
and Ekhinos feels a wink of desire. He wonders if he might not have
her, as well as the bee, before the night ends.

She drops his wrist and drapes the bee around her
neck. “Bring the guard inside,” she says.

Ekhinos pushes through the curtained entrance and
returns moments later, with the guard’s body hanging over his
shoulder. The sandal thong he strangled the man with still dangles
from the neck.
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