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 The Eagle
and the Titan



The worst part of
eternal punishment wasn’t the pain. It wasn’t even the humiliation.
No, the worst part was the monotony.

Oh, it still hurt,
but one could get used to almost anything, even agony. Especially
when it was the same type of agony, delivered the same way and—he
was almost certain—at the same time, every single day of
forever.

“Morning,
Prometheus,” said the giant eagle as it landed on his rock. “Ready
to begin?”

“Does it matter if
I’m not?”

The eagle shrugged
its massive wings. “Just being polite.”

The eagle tore open
Prometheus’ side and began eating his liver. By next morning
Prometheus would have healed completely and the whole process start
again. He sighed.

The eagle paused, a
bloody gobbet of flesh hanging from his beak. “You used to holler
when I did this. Now you just sound melancholy, and melancholy is
neither agony nor despair, so that’s a new thing. What’s going on
with you?”

Prometheus looked
thoughtful, despite the occasional wince. “Have you ever wondered
if there was a point to all this?”

“You disobeyed the
gods and was punished. What’s to wonder? Besides, you’re not the
only one suffering here.”

Prometheus frowned
instead of wincing. “What do you mean?”

The eagle gave him a
sideways glance. “Think about it. I’m an eagle. Granted, an
immortal, magical eagle, but an eagle nonetheless. Look at these
talons.” The eagle stretched out one impressive foot so Prometheus
could get a better look. “These magnificent hooks were designed to
catch rabbits and deer, and…fish! Do you know how long its been
since I’ve had a good juicy chunk of salmon? Practically
forever.”

“I think I see your
point,” Prometheus said.

“Liver. Every. Blessed. Day. I don’t even like liver, no offense
intended.”

“None taken. I don’t
suppose you gave fire to the mortals or anything like that?”

The
eagle sighed. “Not that I’m aware. One day I’m summoned to Olympus,
and its ‘Got a little job for you,’ and here we both are, centuries
later. I am heartily sick of liver. Possibly not as sick as you are
of having your liver eaten,
but still not pleasant.”

The titan frowned.
“Speaking of the gods, where are they? I’d think one or two would
come to gloat now and then, but nada.”

“Can’t remember the
last time I’ve seen one. Maybe they forgot us.”

“Maybe. Or maybe the
world is different now. Would we notice? Clearly, we’ve both been
preoccupied.”

“On that subject,
eating all this liver is making my beak dull. It needs
sharpening.”

The eagle rubbed the
sides of his beak against one link in Prometheus’ chains. It made a
scritching sound, like fingernails on a blackboard.

“New punishment?”
Prometheus asked.

“Just sharpening my
beak…oh look, I made a scratch. I should be more careful. What if I
did that every day?”

“What if, indeed,”
Prometheus said.

As the eagle flew
away, it called back. “Same time tomorrow?”

The titan smiled.
“Looking forward to it.”

***

 



 Another Fairy
Tale

 


Once upon a time there was a
good-natured boy named David who didn’t listen.

 


“You lazy, good for
nothing dolt!” Which was his mother’s standard morning greeting.
What he heard was: “Good morning, My Blessing.”

“Mother, I’ve decided to
go out into the world to seek our fortune.”

“Our fortune? You
couldn’t find your butt with a torch!”

What he heard was: “I
will miss you. Please be careful.”

“I will, and I love you
too.”

She just shook her head.
“Mark my words, you will have a heavy toll to pay.”

Having bid his wonderful
mother goodbye, David hoisted his pack and left. In five minutes
his mother had his room cleared out and advertised for renters.

As happens in such
journeys, David hadn’t gone more than a few miles when he met a
magical cat sitting beside the road. “Here comes another bungler,”
the cat mumbled.

“Did you say you were
hungry? Have some cheese.”

David gladly shared what
he had. When they were done, the cat sighed. “According to the
rules I must help you now. Look under that fallen tree.”

Now the cat may have
been magical, but he was also ill-tempered and ungrateful. He fully
expected the lad to uncover a nest of hornets and be stung within
an inch of his life. Instead David came back with a small bag of
gold and the cat just stared.

“I could have sworn I
hid that better.”

What David heard was:
“This will make your journey better.”

David thanked the cat
and continued on his way. The cat stared after him.

“No way this ends well,”
the cat said. “I must follow and see.”

So he followed David
unseen until the lad came to a river bridge, which the cat knew
fully well was the home of a voracious troll. “I will enjoy this,”
the cat said to himself.

As David approached the
bridge, the troll appeared and roared at him. “I shall make you my
dinner!”

What David heard was,
“Please make me some dinner.”

“I can’t do that,” David
said. “There’s barely enough in my pack now to feed a mouse. But I
know what it is to be poor. Maybe I can help you.”

“No tricks,” growled the
troll. “No BS about your brother coming and he’s fatter than you.
Been there, done that.”

What David heard was:
“I’d appreciate anything you can do, and that’s that.”

“Buy yourself a
restaurant.”

He tossed the bag of
gold to the troll who opened it and could only stare, dumbfounded,
at the treasure, so David crossed the bridge and went on his merry
way. Soon he met the same cat again.

“How did you know that
would work?” the cat demanded. “That troll should have eaten
you!”

“Well, did you see him?
He was twenty-five stone if he was one.”

“And what has that to do
with anything?!”

“I simply heeded my good
mother’s warning. She did say I’d have to pay a heavy troll.”

***

 



 Mostly True
Thomas


What did the True
Thomas legend get wrong? Well, start with the rumor that I cannot
tell a lie. It’s nonsense—falsehoods make such a nice contrast to
the terms of the curse.

The real terms of the curse. Her Majesty called it a blessing. She’s a
bonnie lass, but the fey folk aren’t bound by cause and effect or
even consequences. She never understood what she did to
me.

They called me
Thomas the Rhymer because singing and telling stories was all I was
good for, so good that I came to the attention of the Queen of
Elfland. You know that part of the story, I think.

Some
say it was because the fey are immortal, and get bored easily.
Rubbish. The fey live in an eternal “now.” No, I didn’t understand
either, not at the time. Suffice to say that they barely remember
the past and only see the future if they want to, and every day is
a new day as if it were the beginning of the world. If you trust
nothing else I say, trust this—they are never bored. They are,
however, very fond of stories, because stories take them out of the
“now” for a bit and place them somewhere else, somewhen else. They
call it magic, and they know magic; storytelling is probably
the only type
they don’t possess.

I was getting to
that, and yes, that part is true. I was taken into the Queen’s
service for a period of seven years, in return for a magical
blessing from the Queen. It could have been seventy years or seven
minutes; they’re a bit fuzzy on time. But, as it was a magical
contract, the terms enforced themselves. Seven years of
servitude.

A voluntary
arrangement? Right, of course it was--all I had to do was tell the
Queen of bloody Elfland to sod off and all would have been jolly.
Don’t be absurd.

I
admit my stay was pleasant enough while it lasted. Yet it turned
out I’d misread the terms. See, I thought I could
choose the sort of
blessing I received, but wrong, that was entirely up to the Queen,
and she gifted me with a tongue which could lie, but not when it mattered.

How is
that a curse? Consider the first question Her Majesty asked me
after bestowing it--“Was I in love with her?” Fond? Oh, yes, very,
but in love? She already had a King, and I wasn’t stepping
between those two. Needless to say, she was miffed, so….

She made me
immortal.

That would have been
a curse for most men; we’re not designed to live forever, but I
turned it around. I took a lesson from the eternal “now” of
Elfland—I remember the past but don’t bother with it, and I don’t
think about the future. No regrets, no worries, and I’m never
bored. After all, I have
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