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​ ARTIFACT

by Rik Hunik

 


Sitting cross-legged in the basket, Darby
watched the circle of blue sky overhead dwindle as the darkness
pressed in against the feeble light of his battery-powered lantern.
Dimly, about twelve feet away, a vertical rock wall surrounded him
in a mathematically precise circle, so featureless he couldn’t tell
that he was descending, so perfect that it had to be artificial,
which suggested he had found the right place, that his years-long
gamble was about to pay off. The Artifact was deemed to be nothing
more than a legend, but operating on the hypothesis that it
actually existed had brought him here.

The thin cable connecting him to the surface
disappeared into the dark, making it seem that he hovered
unsupported and motionless, but he was sure he was descending at
the same steady rate because he trusted his servants, reinforcing
that trust with promises of large rewards. They didn’t know why he
was down here, they just knew that when he came back they would be
very rich, and if he didn’t come back he would gain his vengeance
from beyond the grave.

So many of his colleagues were bogged down in
endless analysis of this or that aspect of whatever minor ancient
artifact they had, and while it was true that some breakthroughs,
such as the cable he hung from, had benefited many and made a
select few very rich, the odds were so low he didn’t think he had a
chance to win that lottery again.

Besides, his research had taught him that he
didn’t need to understand the technology or know how it worked in
order to use it, so he concentrated on tracking down the Artifact,
a legendary tool that allowed the wielder to accomplish nearly
anything he could imagine.

Long ago the Artifact, created to bring peace
during a long period of turmoil, had grown too powerful and became
corrupted by evil in the hands of a rebel wizard who used it as an
ultimate weapon, but before he could establish himself and
consolidate his power he was defeated by a large coalition of
wizards. The Artifact, too powerful to be destroyed, they cast into
a bottomless pit which they created just for that purpose.

Darby didn’t care about good or evil, he just
wanted the power, so he gathered every reference to the Artifact,
sifted through the mountains of material, distilled it and came up
with several possible locations. Nobody else took the legends
seriously, nobody thought the Artifact could be real, and everybody
thought he was crazy to spend so much time and money searching for
it. Sometimes he agreed with them, but he persisted, eliminating
the possibilities one at a time until he found this hole.

Even though he owned a factory that produced
the black fiber he had contracts to fulfill and could only take a
fraction of a percent of the output for his personal use, so it had
taken him several months to get together what he thought was
enough, and then had come the nightmare of transporting the spools
and heavy duty winch to the hole. He was certain his cable, thin at
his end but growing thicker as it supported more weight, was strong
enough, but as the minutes ticked by with no sign of a bottom he
began to pray that his cable would be long enough.

He had only made two and three eighths miles
of the cable, so when the two-mile call came down he broke into a
nervous sweat despite the chill. He dropped another glowstone,
watching it vanish into the depths, swallowed by the darkness like
the others.

But no, this one was different. Far below, so
dim he wasn’t certain at first that it was really there, he saw a
tiny spark, like a dim star in the night sky. His eyes glued to it,
struggling to control his impatience, he watched the spark slowly
grow brighter as the winch kept lowering him at the same steady
rate.

Excitement grew as the light below resolved
into a cluster of glowstones, all the ones he had dropped, and he
called on the intercom to his servants above to slow the descent.
His lust for power had brought him here but he tried not to get too
excited because he was searching for a legend which might not
exist, or may have been moved or destroyed, or might not work
anymore, so even if this was the right place success was far from
certain.

The basket thumped down on dry sand and he
stepped out, turning up his lantern to see the wonders around him,
but all there was to see was a circle of smooth sand, undisturbed
except for the glowstones and his few footprints.

He pushed back the despair that threatened to
take him. This had to be the place, the artifact had to be here
somewhere.

He went around the entire perimeter, sliding
his hand along the stone to feel any discrepancy that could
indicate a door or an opening of some kind. When he came full
circle to his own footprints he turned around and did the same
thing in the opposite direction. This time he detected a barely
discernable discrepancy and when he looked closely he saw a hole
the size of a large pin. When he shone his light directly into it a
door-sized section of the wall swung away, revealing another round
chamber, this one only ten feet across.

There was nothing in the chamber except a
small round platform of polished stone, almost like a pedestal, and
sitting on the platform was a gleaming, golden cone three feet
high, with a frosty, milky-white crystal set in the peak. He walked
around it twice, and the second time around he saw some small,
irregular impressions on opposite sides of the base of the cone.
Moving closer he saw in the shifting reflections of his lantern
that the impressions were hand-shaped, and he felt an immediate
urge to fit his hands into those depressions.

He set the lantern on the sandy floor and
reached with trembling hands for the cone, not knowing what to
expect, but all he felt was cold metal. He shifted his hands
slightly, felt something slip under his palms, and information
flooded into his head. No, it was only a bit of information being
fed into his head, but the method of communication was so intrusive
it felt like a flood.

The upshot of the deal was that now he knew
he needed light to activate the artifact. He turned up the lantern
as bright as it would go and put his hands in the impressions
again. This time the message was less intrusive and more
informative; he needed more light, lots more light, as much as he
could generate.

He went back to the other chamber, gathered
all the surviving glowstones, and brought them back, then he went
to the descent basket and got all the unused glowstones. He set
them all up where he thought they’d be most effective, then
activated them all to maximum brightness. At that level they would
only last five or ten minutes but he prayed it would be enough.

Squinting against the intense light he
touched the cone, felt information pour into his head, visions of
what the artifact could do for him, the changes he could make, the
power he would have, the amazing things he could do. He felt
engines of ancient alien technology coming to life inside the cone,
felt forces reaching out, accessing other dimensions, and he felt
the power flowing into him, power such as he had never dreamed of
possessing, power he could use to do anything he imagined.

Then it all slipped out of his grasp as the
glowstones dimmed, their entire store of energy depleted seconds
before the contacts could be completed, and he screamed out his
anguish in a wordless curse to all the gods that ever were.

When he quit screaming to inhale he realized
the only light in the pit was the glow of his lantern, and the
thought of being stranded down here with no light at all jolted him
back to sanity. He turned down the light to conserve the
battery.

If he needed more light, he would get more
light, even if he had to go all the way back to the Ten Cities to
get it, though that was a last resort because it would increase the
risk of discovery before he succeeded, which would probably result
in his painful and prolonged death.

He climbed into the basket, activated the
switch that connected his microphone to the speaker at the surface,
and said, “Pull me up.” They were his most loyal servants but he
had not told them why he had come here, so there was no way for
them to know he had failed, and no reason for him to tell them
that.

Darby waited half a minute, then repeated the
command. Still no response. Knowing his life would be in their
hands during the descent he had brought his most trusted servants,
and now he needed them to bring him back up because the artifact
didn’t work for him, but they were not answering.

With a thump a heavy object landed behind
him, shattering part of his basket, and he jumped out just as
another object crashed down right where he’d been standing. His
guts clenched when he saw that it was the bodies of two of his
servants, and while he wondered what had become of the others they
dropped in to join the party, thumping down on the sand.

A bell chimed to indicate the communicator
had been activated and an unknown voice with a peculiar accent
said, “Did you really think the artifact was unguarded?”

The line went dead and before he had a chance
to wonder who or what might have said that he heard the tension go
out of the cable. Although incredibly light-weight for its amazing
strength, a cable two miles long still weighed upwards of a
thousand pounds, and if it landed on him he could easily be killed,
injured or trapped.

The falling cable hissed as it piled higher
and higher in the middle of the chamber, spreading toward the
walls, leaving the artifact’s chamber the only place for him to
avoid getting crushed by them, and he had no sooner closed the door
than the cable piled up against it, trapping him inside.

He sighed, leaned his back on the door and
slid down to sit on the floor. What did it matter anyway? Without
water he would be dead in a matter of days.

A shifting rustling noise came through the
door and when he tried to open it he was surprised to discover that
he could. The heap of cable sank slowly into the floor, getting
noticeably smaller while he watched, the sand seeming to vibrate
and reach up to grab the cable, to consume it, taking away any hope
he had of recovering any food or water from the meager supply in
his basket.

When the cable was gone a total silence
descended and he noticed that his lamp was getting dimmer.
Deep-seated despair washed through him, draining him of strength,
and he slumped to the sand against the wall, so exhausted he fell
asleep without even realizing. When he awoke the lantern was dark
and cold.

Straining his eyes against the unrelenting
darkness for what seemed like days but could have been less than an
hour, he began to doubt that he would die of thirst before he went
mad in the oppressive darkness.

A crack of light appeared across from him and
to his amazement a door he hadn’t suspected was there slid wide
open, revealing a slim silhouette that could have been a man or a
woman, but she revealed her sex when she spoke.

“You came for ultimate power, but that was
denied you, and your servants paid the price. What of you? I can
leave you here to suffer alone in the darkness, dying of thirst in
four or five days, or I can offer you life.”

Desperate though he was, Darby knew there had
to be conditions to the offer, but he also knew in the pit of his
stomach, that he would accept them, whatever they were, because
there simply wasn’t any other offer coming. “What kind of
life?”

“You will get adequate food, comfortable
quarters, a bit of leisure time, and you will not be worked beyond
your endurance.”

On close examination the offer was not very
attractive; adequate food could be bland and unappealing, standards
of comfort varied, a bit didn’t sound like much, and just how close
to his endurance would he be worked? “That sounds like slavery to
me.”

“Exactly. Now come. We have lots of work for
you to do.”

He climbed to his feet as fast as he could
and broke into a clumsy run, desperately afraid she had only been
teasing about giving him a choice, but the door waited, closing
behind him.

 


 


 


​ MY KILLER,
PROTECTOR

By Robert N Stephenson

 


Nathan pushed back the piece of corrugated
iron that covered his hole in the ground and looked up at the
midday sky, it was charcoal grey as always and he was having
difficulty in remembering when it hadn’t been. He eased himself out
of the hole that lead down into his underground bunker and gazed to
the horizon, or what he could make of it over the rubble that had
once been Sydney. Nathan knew somewhere over the mounds was the sea
but he’d been there
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