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 History Repeats

Only a hedge and a chain link fence stood between
Nikkis and freedom—between her and love. Evening shadows had hours
ago grown into warm, summer darkness. Her luck and the dark of the
moon were synonyms.

Seventeen was too old to never have been kissed, and
if she let her parents have their way, she'd be in her thousands
before love was hers.

Night creatures filled the air with songs celebrating
love. Crickets, frogs, and cats urged her on.

Her parents’ home loomed behind her, a Colonial red
brick and pillared monster stabbing twin chimney horns into a
clear, Oregon night sky and trying to intimidate her suburban
neighborhood's split-level ranches and salt boxes with its
patriotic shadow.

Her parents claimed to be American, claimed they had
left the old ways behind, claimed they had never spoken a word of
Greek to her in her entire life, and they denied that her fluency
in Greek had anything to do with them or with anyone from the old
country. Even though they claimed all those things were true, they
watched her night and day. They treated her as if some dusty,
third-world herder from the stony hills of Crete might steal her
virginity at a Safeway or the Liberty Mall.

Not tonight. Tonight, she chose. She chose a new
life, her own future. Not even the old ways of family handed down
through history could stop that. Nothing short of dark magic could
keep her from love.

She dashed across the dewy, back lawn.

A silent meteor streak cut the star-speckled sky—a
teaser for the light show Daed had promised, the Perseid meteor
shower.

At the hedge, she knelt. Cold dew soaked into the
knees of her jeans. She reached through the tangle of scratchy
branches, groping for the chain link beyond. Over her shoulder, she
watched the dark house for light or signs of life. For a cold
moment, she wondered if she'd reached through the bushes at the
right spot, at the fence post where missing clasps gave the fence
the most give. Finally, she grasped cold, galvanized steel wire.
She pushed hard against the bottom of her father's fence. It
lifted, and she shouldered the bushes aside and peered through a
low, leafy archway into the dark alley beyond.

Holding up the fencing with one hand, she slid under
feet first. A little wriggling and some cold wetness on her back
got her through the shrubs and under the fence.

She sat up and checked the alley.

Between back fences and garbage cans loomed the dark
form of a station wagon—his station wagon. Daed’s broad,
solid male silhouette filled the space behind the steering
wheel.

She stood and tried to brush herself off and shake
the twigs and leaves from her long, dark hair before he saw
her.

A part of her had believed he wouldn't be there. She
was pretty, and she knew it. Boys, men, and even women lit up when
she walked into a room. Their silly grins or shy smiles or
wide-eyed stares made her dismiss them as fools.

Not Daed. He was never foolish—always clear-eyed,
intelligent, and intense.

He'd always been respectful—so respectful that she'd
been afraid he'd decided to not show. She was sure he loved her—as
sure as she was that she loved him.

She trotted to the car he'd rebuilt himself, an
ancient, golden Ford LTD wagon named Helios—a glorious chariot made
of steel and restored by his clever hands. Like the legends from
her homeland, he was a clever god among the boys of her school.
Daed was a hero worthy of her love.

He leaned across the seat and opened her door.

Another streak of light slashed through the heavens.
It illuminated his face—smooth cheeks, a decisive chin, eyes the
color of dark olives—rich and flavorful and filled with promises of
nourishment for her heart and soul.

He smiled. Dark, curly hair glistened.

She held her breath. For a moment, she forgot her
fear of discovery. The melodies and harmonies of crickets, owls,
and tiny frogs stopped. The night held its breath with her.

As quickly as the meteor flash had come, it faded and
left only darkness.

She slipped into the car and settled against him on
the vinyl bench seat.

“I didn't think you'd come,” he said.

His voice soothed away any fear she had that they
would be caught. It convinced her that she had truly escaped her
parents’ home—that she and Daed were together in the night—for the
night. She wanted to answer, but her breath was still short. She
was here, and it was enough.

He nodded and let off the brake. On the alley’s
slight slope, the car rolled forward.

To Nikkis, the quiet crunching of loose gravel under
tires sounded like summer thunder.

Beyond the fence and hedge, a light came on. Her
father's sharp voice cut the night air, “Nikkis!”

“Go,” she whispered. “Go now.”

Daed turned the key. The headlights flared. The
Ford's engine growled to life.

“Go,” she said out loud. She amazed herself—that she
would do this, that this man could convince her so easily to sneak
out, to violate the trust of parents who had always done their best
for her.

Except, Daed hadn't convinced her. She'd convinced
herself. She wanted to be alone with him more than she had ever
wanted anything else in her life.

Her father stepped out into the alley. His white
t-shirt, bald pate, and heart-pattern boxers glowed in the
headlights. “Nikkis Ariadne Aristos!”

Daed let off the gas. His fingers twitched on the
wheel, reaching for answers. She had seen it before. He reached for
solutions with his hands, as if he could feel them and draw them
from the air, but this was no time for searching.

“No,” Nikkis said. “Go!”

She stomped her foot down on his, smashing the
accelerator. As his mind and heart joined with hers to move the
muscle and bone of his arms and legs, he smashed down with her and
hit the horn at the same moment.

Fire burned under Helios’s hood. Four hundred horses
leapt forward toward the darkness, carrying Daed and Nikkis with
them.

Her father leapt from the path of the car.

She pulled her foot back, turned in her seat, and
looked out the back window. Her father stood up. He waved his hands
in the air, his face red in the tail lights. He screamed at
her.

It was the first time she'd ever heard him speak
Greek. She knew the curses from dreams or from whomever had spoken
the language to her when she was young, but she had never used
those words.

She would pay—tomorrow. She turned back and settled
into the seat.

“He's okay,” Daed said.

“Really pissed,” she said. “I’ll be grounded
forever.”

“Worth it?”

She grinned. “We’ll see.”

His hand found hers, and for half an hour they drove
in silence, knowing one another's thoughts through the movement of
fingertips on the back of a wrist, through the slipping of one
finger from between two, from the occasional squeeze or caress.

When they stopped on a dark track in the foothills
east of Portland, nothing in the world existed for her except this
boy, this man who so completely left her empty of thought and
filled with fire and hope.

“He'll still be mad when we get home,” Daed said.
“Are you sure?”

“The meteors. I'll tell them I had to watch them for
a school project.”

“Yeah-huh. Sure. And if he sends the police to find
us?”

“I'll protect you,” she joked, “I'll tell them I
kidnapped you.”

A white ball of fire lit the heavens, turned the sky
briefly blue-white before it faded back to daylight blue, then
darkest blue-black, and finally to a black that slowly filled with
stars.

“Wow,” he said.

She looked at him. He wasn't looking at the sky. Her
hand sweated in his. Her face burned. The time was right.

Now, she thought. Do it now.

Kiss her. Give her that, at least, if not more. And
nobody else could do it, and no matter how angry her father would
be or how long she would be grounded or how she might be punished
or how much her mother cried, it would be worth it.

Like he heard her thinking, he leaned toward her.

Just like the heroine in a romance novel, her blood
made the sound of surf in her ears, and her pounding heart
threatened to break free from her chest.

She could smell the spice scent of his soap, the thin
smell of machine oil, and the certain power of chemistry in his
sweat. She also thrilled to the flinty, stone scent—a thrilling,
powerful smell that seemed to surround him and nobody else.

She tilted her head to make it easier, stretching to
bring him to her sooner.

He hesitated, asking her permission—as if her being
there in the car against her parents’ wishes weren't enough
permission.

He turned his head slightly and pushed past her lips
to her cheek. His lips grazed her face, slipped in under the long,
looping curls over her ear.

So close. Her nose touched his warm nape. His hair
smelled of stone dust and oil from sculpting and working on the
car. Deeper down, closer to the skin, he smelled of love for her.
She smiled and pressed her lips to his neck.

“I have always loved you, Nikkis,” he whispered. “I
always will.”

She knew men said such things to get what they
wanted, but she also knew he meant it. She could feel the promise
in his hands, the power in his words. He meant it deeply and more
completely than anyone had ever meant it through all of time.

He kissed her ear.

She shivered. She reached to wrap herself around him,
to become a part of him.

He pulled back and touched his lips on hers.

Her heart fed on his soft touch. The night sky lit up
as bright as day. The inside of the car glowed—and she knew the
kiss lit her world, and only the kiss, because she closed her eyes.
Not even the Perseid meteors could fill the world with so much
light and fire.

And she wanted it to last forever.

But it didn't.

The kiss ended. He pulled back.

Abruptly, Daed opened his door and got out.

The chill of the night air rushed in and closed
around her.

“Daed?” she asked.

He screamed at the sky.

At first, she smiled, taking the scream for a howl of
joy and triumph. She understood his happiness and slid across the
seat to join him. She would howl at the sky beside him.

He screamed again.

The scream carried fear and rage.

It went on and on, longer and louder than she had
ever heard anyone or anything scream. Agony and terror tore from
his throat and spread out into the night.

A new shooting star lit him, showed him tearing at
his shirt with one hand and his hair with the other. Falling
starlight flashed in the wide whites of his eyes. His eyes—the
dark, rich olives, the food of the gods—had become small, black,
hard, and crazy.

“You're scaring me,” she said. “Get back in.”

He screamed again.

The sound tore her soul.

“Daed!”

He turned toward her. Spit flecked the corners of
lips that only moments before had brought her so much pleasure. He
said something to her—something fast.

It sounded like a dialect of Greek, but it couldn't
have been. As far as she knew, he didn't know that language.
Spanish, yes. German, some. No Greek.

His shirt tore. He gasped for air like a drowning
man. He screamed again.

She scrambled out. Through welling tears under the
intermittent flashes in the sky, she tried to grab him, hug him,
and heal whatever terror had filled him and pulled him so far away
from her. “No,” she whispered. “Ohi, Daedalus,” No, she said
in Greek.

“Ne, Nikkis,” Yes, he said. He pushed her
away. “Again,” he said. “Oh, God, not again,” and he ran away into
the darkness.

~~~

The next day, when her father found her and the car,
Nikkis had stopped crying.

She never cried again.

Nor, in spite of the advice of the therapists forced
upon her and her parents’ desires and attempts to find her a match,
did she ever share her heart with another man.

To have so much and lose it so quickly…. She would
never allow that feeling into her life again.

She turned to books and old, dead languages. She
found peace there. For twelve years, her only passion was the
language of the past—the language of her family's past, of
Crete.


 Modern Ambitions

Detective Andros settled himself into the nylon
fabric of a tripod camping stool next to one of the folding tables
his men had brought in by helicopter. His little compound of tan,
geodesic camp tents surrounded him. Brilliant, Mediterranean spring
sunshine warmed his skin and the oil in his hair. A quiet,
down-slope breeze pushed between the ridges and along the valley
floor, carrying with it the dry, ancient smell of heated limestone
dust.

Between his loyals from the police force and the
mercenaries he'd brought in from out of the country, the dig in a
hidden vale not far from Mt. Ida in the White Mountains of Crete
and some miles to the west-southwest of Knossos was as secure a
place as he could make it.

Away, to the down-slope side of the camp, the new
man, Yorgos, a huge Sfakian whose usefulness he still questioned,
pawed through a pile of rubble brought up from a caved-in Roman
cistern.

In dust and dirt on one end of Andros’s pale, plastic
tabletop lay a scattering of ancient artifacts: potsherds, bits of
marble, a broken piece of gold and semi-precious stone jewelry. On
the other end of the table, he had set up the silver umbrella dish
of his satellite uplink and opened the high-impact hard case
holding his military grade laptop.

The juxtaposition of the dusty, ancient craftsmanship
of Roman and Minoan Crete against the shining, reflective
craftsmanship of the plastic, global culture of the modern world
touched Andros. He was, after all, a man of honor who had a very
personal passion for the history of this ancient land. Moments such
as these, moments of poetry, were the making of a man's soul.

He pushed a long finger through the rubble on the
table, his manicured nail scooting this bit and that aside. Nothing
of value gained his notice in the dust.

He had hoped for more from this site.

Certainly, the locals had shown their desire to
protect this hidden place in many ways. That should have meant
something. And they had not called in authorities. That also meant
something.

Even so, his return on investment on this project had
not justified his expenses.

He'd lost two mercenaries so far. The remaining men
believed the missing had deserted. Andros knew better. He paid them
five times the going rate for mercs. Greeks might walk away from
that kind of money out of pride, though the current economy had
certainly made them easier to buy, but Germans and Americans tied
their pride to money.

The men were dead.

He had no illusions. It was why he had brought in
Yorgos.

The giant Sfakian had not joined his group for money.
Sfakians were the heroes of Crete—never conquered, never beaten,
never bought. Throughout history, the mountain people had defeated
enemy after invading enemy. During World War II, Sfakian resistance
fighters terrified the Germans.

Yorgos had not joined for money. He had joined for
some other reason—perhaps, as he said, to discover and protect the
history and honor of his people. Andros certainly understood that
sentiment. It was, he told himself, his own passion.

Yorgos, a barrel-chested bull of a man, stood erect
near the dump. He held something up in the sunlight then turned
toward Andros and shook his hand in the air.

Andros wondered if Yorgos could be trusted if things
got ugly. Certainly, Muscus, the oldest and most loyal of his
little group of workers, had taken an instant dislike to
Yorgos.

When a dog snarled at Muscus, Andros knew that dogs
could be trusted to understand the character of people. When Muscus
snarled at a man, Andros had wondered what that could possibly
mean. Certainly, Muscus considered the bigger man a threat, but
whether from projection of his own twisted morals into the
Sfakian’s head or from recognition that the larger man might betray
them all, Andros hadn’t known.

Luckily, the Spaniard, Elias, and the Norwegian,
Lukas, had decided to “initiate” Yorgos. There was beauty in motion
in that fight. No one had died. No one had even been permanently
injured, but both Elias and Lukas had spent three days in their
tents flat on their backs.

Yorgos drank a little water, ate a sandwich, and went
back to work.

Andros smiled and nodded as Yorgos approached.

Men with Yorgos’s build often earned the nickname
Hercules in Crete, and they evoked caution in the locals. Add this
Hercules’s military experience, and Yorgos became a potentially
useful local tool.

Mediterranean sunlight glistened on Yorgos’s
sweat-dampened chest. Andros’s sense of personal poetry refused to
let him call the man’s glistening skin bronze. Brass was better,
but only just.

Yorgos’s bulging arms swung outward from his sides,
too powerful and large to hang downward like a normal man's. In one
hand, he grasped something Andros could not see well. In his other,
he carried a magazine.

“Yorgos.” Andros acknowledged his man.

“Look.” The big man dropped the magazine on the
table. It sent dust up into the breeze.

Annoyed, Andros quickly closed the cover of his
computer.

He scanned the magazine cover, which was graced by
the face of a truly beautiful woman.

For a moment, the woman’s face made him forget to
breathe.

When he once more exhaled, he tried to analyze her
face—to see exactly what had stopped his breath and thoughts.

Many beautiful women had such a straight and sculpted
nose or such a fine line in the cheek and jaw. Many beautiful women
had skin the color of fresh, amber olive-oil. Many beautiful women
had hair that glistened and begged a man's fingers to caress. Such
cliché genetic triggers of beautiful women graced the covers of
magazines and center stage in commercials.

But Andros had never before seen such eyes—ancient
and knowing and filled with deep compassion, suffering, and longing
all at once.

He could not help himself.

He stared.

After another lost breath and a skipped heartbeat, he
chastised himself for gawking like a teenager at the face of a
woman on the cover of a magazine, but he did not look away.

Yorgos dropped a stone in the center of the face—a
pale, white stone containing black striations.

Startled, Andros looked up. “Trash? You want me to
look at a girl from the trash?”

“The stone,” the giant said. “The magazine arrived in
the chopper this morning. Read her article.”

Andros cautiously turned his gaze back to the stone
and magazine. The stone was flat on one side. In the marble
surface, he made out glyphs, tiny marks scored with great care. He
lifted the stone and turned it in the light. Certainly, the glyphs
were neither Greek nor Roman. “From the cistern rubble?”

“Yes,” Yorgos said.

“Then,” Andros said, “the writing has to be
Roman.”

“The article,” Yorgos said.

Again, Andros looked at the magazine. The words above
the woman's face said, “Linguae Antikuitas.” Below her perfect
chin, block letters said, “Dr. Nikkis Aristos. A Projection of
Linear-A.”

Andros flipped to the article. A sidebar presented a
table of glyphs. A mark on the stone matched one of those
glyphs.

Quickly, he scanned the table of characters this
American Professor claimed should exist if she correctly
interpreted the ancient script, Linear-A.

He found two more of the glyphs in her table before
he closed the magazine. He rolled it up. He stood. “You're
absolutely sure this stone came from the heap?”

“Yes.”

“Have you shown anyone else?”

“No.”

“Get your pack. We're going back.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

“Yes, Sir.” Yorgos went to gather his things.

Andros called out, “Muscus!” He opened his computer
case and placed the magazine carefully inside then closed it and
locked it shut.

“Boss?” The little man had silently come up behind
him. Andros hated and admired that about Muscus. He was silent when
he wanted to be. More important, he was silent when Andros wanted
him to be.

“Organize a work party. Take everyone off the
potholes and the cavern. Put them to work on the discard heap and
the cistern cave-in.”

The wiry little man squinted up at him. “The sun did
this to you. I'll get you some water.”

“Do it,” Andros whispered. “Look at this.” He held
out the fragment Yorgos had given him. “Find every piece of marble
that has marks on it. Gather them, crate them, and send them to the
warehouse in the next chopper load.”

Muscus took the stone. He turned it over in his
hands. “Bricks from the cistern?”

Yorgos returned, wearing his camo and ballistic vest.
He wore a backpack almost as large as Muscus like it was a child’s
school pack. The Walther PPQ holstered and clipped to the hip belt
of the pack and the light, shoulder-slung XP-70 automatic—magazine
in, round chambered—marked him as ready to make the hike back to
the car.

Muscus quickly looked the man over. Yorgos’s changed
clothes apparently made him rethink his objections. “Yes, Sir.” he
said.

Better, Andros thought. Nothing demonstrated
that he meant business faster than a man like Yorgos dressed to
kill.

~~~

Andros knew of three ways to get from the dig to the
trailhead where civilized roads ended: fly by helicopter; hike down
the valley, climb down a cliff, carefully work your way along a
long, twisted goat path down the main drainage for the area, climb
another sheer scarp, and waltz into the parking area halfway up a
ridge; or walk along donkey trails to, through, and beyond an
ancient, unnamed, dying mountain village.

Helicopter was fastest, but he wanted to avoid
high-profile activities for now. The cliff-drainage route was
shortest, but only a goat or a fool who deeply desired broken bones
would try it.

From the dig, the village trail followed contours up
a ridge to a head ridge that curved around the high ends of a
number of valleys. That trail made for easier travel but added half
a day by meandering farther away from civilized roads before
dumping into the village. That was the trail they took.

By late afternoon, they entered the high side of the
village. Entering the village, Andros and Yorgos flicked off their
safeties and hustled past the white-stucco church with its
traditional blue dome and cross-capped bell tower. Such churches
always occupied high points in these old villages. Some said the
hilltop temple tradition went all the way back to the days when
Zeus ruled the gods. Others said it brought Greek Orthodox
congregations closer to God. Andros suspected it made the buildings
more defensible.

Safely separated and never looking in the same
direction, they hurried along the cobbled alleys, past shuttered
homes, and finally down past the giant, stone Minoan soldiers
guarding the path from the lowland roads into the village.

Not until they had left the village and descended
several kilometers of dirt path to the trailhead and vehicle
turnaround where a dirt road dead-ended did the two men pause and
reset the safeties on their weapons.

There, on the circular dirt turnaround that marked
the end of the dirt road from the lowlands and the beginning of the
trail to the village, they found their car, a blue-and-white police
Peugeot, upside down.

For a moment, Andros thought it might have been
faster and, perhaps, worth it to take the neck-breaking goat path
instead of the village route, but he knew better. The mountain
peasants were invisible unless they wanted to be seen, and whatever
they had done to flip the car probably happened at night and
certainly couldn’t have been stopped. Not even armed guards would
have made a difference, except that he would be down a couple more
men.

Beyond the car, against the cutout, uphill bank of
the turnout, a shrine the shape of the village's church marked the
place where some beloved relative had died.

While someone from the village respected that shrine
enough to keep it carefully painted and the tiny candles within
burning to illuminate the little, stained glass windows, the locals
had once more shown their disrespect and distrust for outside
authority.

Andros flipped off his safety and laid his trigger
finger over his trigger and trigger guard.

Even this near the civilized world, Andros wasn’t
fool enough to relax. He scanned the surrounding hills and goat
trails while Yorgos attempted to flip their car back up onto its
wheels.

The village in the hills above enjoyed obscurity in a
rugged part of the mountains where no tax was ever collected, where
no invading soldier had ever survived for long, and where the
people did not admit to any government other than the one they
chose for themselves.

They did not like police, nor did they like police
cars.

Yorgos squatted low and gripped the roof of the car
and showed Andros why people called men like him Hercules. From the
thighs, he pushed. The car rolled onto its side, slid in the dirt a
little, then lifted and caught on its wheels.

Yorgos grunted, and like some Olympian, he jerked the
car higher, shifting his grip while the mass had momentum. He
squatted deep, caught the roof under his palms, then pushed upward.
The thighs of his fatigue pants split from knee to hip, and the car
fell back onto its wheels, bounced, then settled in the dust cloud
the effort had created.

“Done,” he said.

The man wasn't even winded.

Andros decided that Yorgos was an asset after all.
Certain that someone in the hills watched them, what they had just
done would get around. A legend could be a good tool.

“Check it over,” he said.

The big man didn't answer. He just began going over
the car. With methodical, professional calm, he checked it for
problems, bombs, and breakage.

Andros crossed the gravel and dirt circle to the
replica of the village church, a shrine to someone, a place full of
food, water, raki, and maybe chocolate—a place dedicated to some
spirit or another believed to come to this place from time to time.
Waiting beside the shrine, he settled his computer on a flat rock.
He pulled out the magazine and set up his tiny, folding dish
antenna.

The internet provides almost magical power for a man
who has access to Interpol and NSA records.

Before Yorgos had finished checking and starting the
car, Andros knew everything he needed to know about Nikkis Aristos,
Ph.D., and her work with antiquities and ancient languages.

He sent her the first of several emails.

~~~

The last email of Nikkis’s morning reading session
was a man's flattering note and a suggestion that they get together
to discuss her new article about possible missing glyphs in the
ancient Minoan script, Linear-A—an article she hadn't seen in print
yet.

The message included an embedded photo of a swarthy,
olive-complexioned man wearing a white, linen shirt unbuttoned down
the front. A few curls of dark chest hair drew the eye down to the
outlines of his muscled torso.

Nikkis almost laughed. His dark, haunted eyes and
brooding lips combined with his thick, product-slicked, black hair
convinced her that his email was some kind of come-on from an
on-line dating service. She imagined it was someone's job to search
American university web sites and glean info about single
Ph.Ds.

It wasn't the first time somebody had targeted her.
In fact, she'd deleted and blocked two other emails from the same
foreign address from her phone earlier in the day.

She'd had her fill of come-ons from fake, fraudulent,
and occasionally honest men. She doubted that this man even
existed; if he did, he most certainly wasn't a detective from the
Greek Isles. His features, too sharp and too dark for a native
Kritiki, revealed ancestral bloodlines from farther south or east
than Crete—maybe Turkey or Syria.

Nikkis didn't bother to read the rest of the message.
In disgust, she sent the address to her blocked senders file and
wondered how cyber-stalkers got her address and how they knew her
real name.

She slipped her feet into the simple, black pumps
under her desk; then, automatically, she pulled her blouse out from
her straight, charcoal-gray professorial skirt. The old habit kept
her shirt from conforming to her curves. At the door to her office,
she pulled her wrinkled suit jacket from the rack and slipped it
on. The weather didn't require the jacket. The walk wasn't far. She
wanted to enjoy the sunny, mid-May day, but she might run into
unwanted attention if she didn't wear her carefully chosen uniform
of discouragement.

In her hall mirror, she checked her chignon and
horn-rimmed glasses. She'd have to change her glasses soon. The
geek-eyed, pointed look was back in fashion. She'd need something
harder and thicker.

She shook her head and sighed. That she hadn’t even
seen the article that had been mentioned in the stalker emails had
upset her.

She needed a walk.

She left her office in the Argosy Building and set
out across campus toward her mailbox in the Admin Building, where
she hoped the university's postal services had caught up with the
rest of the world and finally delivered her contributor's copies of
Linguae Antikuitas.

Even walking the tree-lined paths of the common lawns
on the sunniest day, the university never quite looked like Nikkis
felt it should. The granite edifices weren't white enough. Even in
the brightest sunlight, a part of her craved more light—light that
reached into the eye to touch the soul.

She caught herself in her ridiculous musings about
light and chastised herself.

Light is not alive. It does not change its nature
from time to time and place to place.

She shook her head at her own foolish thoughts. She'd
let the emails affect her more than they should have.

Granite was granite. Buildings were buildings. Light
was light.

Squirrels played in the oaks and willows lining the
commons walkways. She tried to shake off the feeling that the green
of the trees was too dark.

Nikkis squinted, attempting to force the color to
lighten or to pull some needed blue from the surrounding grounds.
People, mostly students, hustled about, bundled too tightly in
clothing that seemed foolish and pretentious. Some glanced her way
then ignored her. Most just ignored her.

On a day when she should have been excited, even
elated by publication, she felt annoyed and distant from herself,
like her body and mind occupied two different worlds.

Again, she shook off the familiar odd feeling of
displacement that came to her from time to time. She didn't dress
much differently than anyone else. She had some fashion sense. Of
course, she also dressed to deflect interest in any asset other
than her mind.

Even after brushing aside the haunting feeling by
ticking off the logic of her own experiences, she couldn't shake
the feeling that she lived in someone else's idea of what her life
should be.

Well, it didn’t matter, she told herself. Today, the
article put her one step closer to tenure, and she planned to be
happy about it.

She stepped onto the soft, groomed lawn beneath an
oak, paused, and took in a full, cool breath to clear her head.

A fat, red squirrel skittered down the trunk, ran
toward her, realized his mistake, and stopped.

“Signomi, kirie,” Excuse me, Sir, she said.
“Ah, but you are an American squirrel,” she added. “Like most
Americans, I imagine you only speak one language. Pity, that.”

“Some Americans speak more,” a woman behind her
said.

The squirrel ducked as if something had been thrown
at it. It spun. Tail high, it sprinted back up the tree it had only
just left.

Nikkis turned toward the voice.

Karin Anderson, Chair of the Department of
Antiquities, a stout tank of a woman whose only vanities were the
sharp press of her dark suits and her loose, faux-natural mane of
highlighted hair—the kind of wild, loose cascade that would have
drawn men to her from three hundred meters away if she had been
ninety pounds lighter or two feet taller.

Like she fancied herself a model, Anderson flipped
the hair over her shoulder onto her back. “Some of us speak four
languages.”

Nikkis nodded. “Or more.” The game was old—academics
meeting by chance and immediately testing one another, trying to
establish who had the longer CV, who had the greater prestige, who
should bow and who should crow.

Nikkis would graciously lose to her department chair,
and they both knew it, but she would play hard enough to hold some
respect. “Dr. Anderson,” she said.

“Nikkis.”

“Admin?” Nikkis asked.

Anderson nodded. Together, they walked toward the
administration building, which held Anderson's office and Nikkis’s
mailbox. The magazine's treatment of her article and the subsequent
reviews could determine her future—whether she would eventually
gain tenure, whether she would one day be free of the power games
and foolishness of pride and ego she constantly guarded against in
her chosen life and profession.

“For a twenty-nine-year-old associate professor, your
performance reviews show promise, Nikkis,” Anderson said. “When the
time comes, the tenure committee will probably be impressed.”

Nikkis bristled. Anderson had used her first name
twice rather than addressing her as Dr. Aristos. “Are the reviews
ready for me to see, Karin?” she asked.

Dr. Anderson stiffened slightly, adding a bit more
formality to the starch of her suit. That little pause and tiny
straightening of spine revealed that Anderson played some deeper
power game than normal meet-and-greet politics. It was okay for
Anderson to call Nikkis by her first name, but it was a one-way
street, and Nikkis had gone the wrong way. The game's rules and
victory conditions weren't clear yet, but Nikkis understood the
warning that the game had begun and she might be either a player or
a pawn.

To cover the awkward moment, she went on, “I'd
particularly like to see the student reviews. I think some of the
techniques I tried last quarter worked well, but I'd like to see if
the student responses were positive before I try them again.”

“Yes,” Anderson said. “Playing children's games with
graduate students on the lawn of the administration building was a
bit, well, unique. If your students hadn't scored so well in
their comprehensives on Linear-B and Classical Period Egyptian, I
think Dr. Bonnet would have gone gunning for you.”

Nikkis smiled, enjoying a small triumph. Bonnet would
love to see her canned. She'd spurned his advances half a dozen
times. “I can handle him,” she said.

They walked out from under the cover of the trees,
and the sudden bright sunlight made Nikkis squint.

Anderson sneezed and swiped at her nose with a
starched sleeve. “He's not an ugly man,” she said.

“No,” Nikkis started up the steps of the Admin
building, Anderson in step beside her.

“He'd make a good husband and father. He'd also be a
good political ally.”

“I'm sure,” Nikkis said. “You're divorced. Have you
approached him?”

Anderson laughed, stepped forward, and opened the
heavy, brass-and-glass door for Nikkis.

Nikkis casually ignored the unusual deference. She
stepped into the building and stopped in the shadows of the gray
marble foyer. Gray. Exteriors were red brick and brown granite.
Interiors were maple, cherry, brass and marble. All the marble on
the campus was gray.

No. She corrected herself. The marble was
white with gray striations—gray-at-a-glance or in peripheral
vision. It annoyed her a little. It was the wrong color for marble.
Just wrong.

She dismissed her silly, campus Feng Shui thoughts
and turned to the mailboxes—rows and columns of old, brass boxes
set into the wall. She tracked down the rows and columns, aware of
Anderson watching her and wondering why the woman hadn't said
goodbye and walked on. The game wasn't over, Nikkis knew, but these
things often played out slowly over days, weeks, months, and even
years. Rules of the game included pretending no game existed.

She bent and spun out the combination of her mailbox.
The box front swung open, and even before she reached in, she
smiled. The journal. Finally. She memorized the image of it
rolled and wrapped in brown paper in her box before she slid it
out.

Once in hand, she enjoyed the texture of the slick
cover and the thin sharp line where the slick disappeared under the
rough brown paper.

“The Linear-A article?” Even in the dim foyer,
Anderson's onyx eyes glistened.

“I think so,” Nikkis said.

Anderson grasped Nikkis’s forearm.

Nikkis flinched, but Anderson held her firmly. “Open
it,” Anderson said.

“Later,” Nikkis said. She didn’t want to share the
moment with Anderson.

“How can you wait, Dr. Aristos?”

Now, it's Dr. Aristos. Now, she
understood that the game involved the article somehow. She nodded,
slipped the brown paper off and unrolled the magazine.

Anderson moved so they stood hip-to-hip, both looking
at the magazine in Nikkis’s hands.

A head-shot photograph of Nikkis filled the cover.
Low on the cover across the hollow of her throat, she read the
title of her article. She had been excited about the publication,
but she hadn’t imagined this. After a moment to recover, she
whispered, “The cover? They put me on the cover.” She looked up
from the magazine to Anderson.

The department chair grinned, released Nikkis’s arm,
and flipped her hair back.

“It wasn't that important,” Nikkis said. “And the
photo. I didn't give them a photo.”

Still grinning, Anderson glanced from side-to-side
then leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “The editor, a dear
old friend, and I both recognize a talented, promising young woman
when we see one.” Anderson's arm snaked around Nikkis’s waist. She
squeezed then stood on tiptoes and pecked Nikkis on the cheek.

Shocked, Nikkis pulled away and faced Anderson. The
game wasn't the game she'd expected.

“You're brilliant in many ways, Dr. Aristos,”
Anderson said. “It wasn't lost on Bonnet, and it certainly isn't
lost on others.”

Anderson strode off into the dark, labyrinthine
building.

Nikkis, her new success suddenly cold in her hand,
stared at the back of the department chair, the woman who had so
much influence that she could get Nikkis on the cover of the most
prestigious magazine in her field on her first time out, the woman
that could make or break Nikkis’s bid for tenure. Darkness and ice
grew in her gut and started to hurt. It was one thing when a man in
authority played with your life for all the wrong reasons. Men with
power often became predators. Through the ages, women had learned
to expect it, to undermine it, to deflect it, to avoid it. It was
something else entirely when another woman did it. It was worse. It
was terrible and hurtful and, and, and…

Nikkis didn't know what it was, but she wanted to
run, to get as far from the school as she could, as far from
Anderson as she could.

Outside again, Nikkis sighed in the sunlight. She
took some pleasure in the warmth on her face, but she took no
pleasure in what should have been a triumph—the magazine in her
hand. As she passed a waste bin, she paused. It was a cheat.
Socially manipulated success didn't count in her way of
thinking—only in Anderson's.

Nikkis’s heart had broken only once, but it was
enough. If she thought of matters of her heart at all, she believed
that first loss had broken her heart so deeply that it had healed
into a hard block of white marble—pure, clean, polished, and
cold.

Bonnet's advances were nothing. He could be dismissed
by force of intellect and superior achievement. His male reaction
to her would be a handicap to him; but Anderson, she was different.
She was a creature of politics, and she would have to be dealt with
from a position of power Nikkis didn't have.

Cheat or not, the article moved Nikkis into higher
circles. She came to the decision to accept whatever accolades came
to her, and she gripped the magazine tighter to keep it from
accidentally falling from her grasp and being lost in the garbage
in the bin.

It would take some thought and maybe some time, but
she wouldn't let Anderson, or anyone like her, man or woman, steal
her hope.


 Modern Daedalus
Returns

Daed’s tortured mind cleared only while he poured his
heart through his hands into his hammer and steel chisel and onto
the wall. In the safety of his cavern in the White Mountains of
Crete, white stone walls lit by the flicker of an oil lamp, the
hammer rose and fell true against the chisel. The ring of steel on
marble echoed into the ancient depths of his labyrinth. Stone dust
rose around the chisel point. Characters appeared in stone—a letter
to his lost love.

Nikkis, if a dog can find his way home across a
continent, perhaps a madman can find his way home across half a
world. Thanks be to the many faces of the gods for giving me the
gifts of my hands. While my mind spins through the agonies of our
curse, my hands have seen me across the world to Crete.

In this life, as your Daed, I have known you and
loved you once more. And as in all the lives that went before, we
have been torn apart by my madness.

How many years I wandered, I can't say. I can only
record my clear thoughts now, in this moment. Soon, the clarity
will be gone again. Soon, I will be filled with all the memories of
all the lives we have lived, a terrible storm of thousands of years
of pain and suffering and loss.

I remember fixing things: lawnmowers, automobiles,
tractors, generators, scissors, toys. I remember being in a ship
and fixing computers and diesel engines. I remember so many things,
and even now I'm not sure which memories come from this life and
which come from others.

What I know is that I came home again. I found my
way to this cave, and I took up chisel and mallet, perhaps from the
sheer force of habit thirty-five hundred years creates. Perhaps
mere instinct drives me to return here like a lost dog who finds
his way home from afar. In my madness I come here because I have no
coherent thoughts to interfere with my sense of direction, the pull
toward safety.

Home again, where it all began. The people here
remember us, Nikkis. They have not forgotten. They bring me food. I
fix their generators, toys, grape presses, stills, and stanchions.
This I do in my madness. They take care to never approach me. They
understand what I have become.

Only in the cave. . . Only when my hands hold mallet
and chisel does clarity of mind return to me. By the gift of a long
dead Queen, my hands remember all, and only in the writing on these
walls will it be preserved for all of time—for you, Nikkis.

One day, I pray to Poseidon whom I have wronged,
that you will read these words.

Your Daed in this life, and in our first life
Daedalus, I write again in stone—once more reborn as man and
blessed to love only you—doomed to lose you again—and doomed to
find this cave and take up mallet and strike the stone until my
hands fail and my eyes go dark and once more the gods see fit to
let me slip from ancient flesh to newborn flesh and begin anew the
cycle of our curse.

How many times I have been reborn, the walls tell.
My writings go far and deep into the earth's darkness. My sane
moments are too precious to waste reviewing our past. To put the
mallet down, to free the chisel from my hand, will make me once
more the madman who remembers all the moments of all his lives.
Each memory is a single gem caught in a basket ever shaken by a
child's hand so no moment seems to follow another. Without this
mallet, I have no thread on which to hang so many moments and see
them as this life or as that life.

Here, even now, my mallet in hand and stone dust in
my nostrils—in my mind, in the part of me that is not my hands, I
remember you in our first life, Nikkis—beautiful Nikkis—even at the
last so full of life and hope.

I remember you also standing at the stone gates to
your father's farm in some other life gone by. It was my first
vision of you in that life—sun on your golden skin, and dark eyes
lit like bright coals, flashing fire and calling me. I see you
there, the dark, molten bronze rivers in your hair burning like
poured metal from my smelting ovens, and I know we were together
then, that day alone, in that life. We met there at the gate, and
by day's end we lost ourselves to passion and kissed.

Your lips linger in many memories, touching,
burning, filling me with the passion that unleashes the flood of
memories of lives we have lived, of the curse we live.

So much has changed over the millennia. Only the
kiss remains the same. Only the flood of ancient memory. Only the
loss of love.

In this life, we drove to a mountain top in an
automobile—my Helios.

In this life, I nearly killed your father, so eager
were we to find a place to seal our fates.

Always, the kiss comes. After that, you struggle
alone. For me, the wandering—always, the wandering. Years, perhaps,
lost in a fog of memories that make no sense in this world of our
new lives.

Computers and cell phones and cars and trucks and
airplanes.

So long ago, I built my wings—so long ago, but
yesterday in heart. Long lost Ikarus, have you forgiven me?

In grief, I think perhaps I'll drop the mallet and
the chisel and let the past flood over me, let the child shake the
basket so I do not have to hear the scream of Ikarus—the scream
that only Poseidon's embrace silenced.

So many lives, and I have learned so much. I know
that in infinite time lies the certainty that we will meet and end
this curse. Though I cannot leave this place or make a plan that I
can carry beyond this wall, I trust in love and time and
numbers.

The making of steam engines was once my trade, and
once there were golden trinkets born of my hands, and once there
were toys with wind-up springs. Always, my hands have gifted men
and women and children, and always the kiss has come and torn my
mind, and always then my hands have recorded memories here in this
cave on this wall.

Here, where once a bull raped a Queen.

Here, where once a fool built frail wings from
leather, feather, wax, and honey and then launched himself and his
trusting son into the sky.

Here, where all of the history of the death of
Knossos lies buried.

Come to me, Nikkis. Let us come together and end our
curse in this life.

Hunger drives me away from the wall, and I now place
chisel and mallet on the floor, and in placing them, I return to my
torn mind. I love you still, but by our curse your beauty will
bring you to the bed of another. It will bring you to be desired,
but you will know no joy of love. Who can say which is worse, to
love and be made mad or to have loved and lost hope?

Hope demands that I eat, Nikkis. Hope takes me to
water as well. The people of our village have kept their promise
these many years. I protect them. They protect me. Mad, I may be,
but my hands can still repair anything man has wrought, and to me
they bring their needs. To me they bring food and water.
Eventually, another hunger, a deeper hunger of the soul, returns me
to chisel and mallet and wall.

Nikkis, you are my balm and hope. You need only wait
for me in one life. We need but meet again in one life. We need but
love again in one life, and the curse will end forever.

Please, Nikkis, come to me. Read these words. Save
us both.

 



 Ancient History

When Daedalus chose the site of his quarry, he had
searched for three things: first, a place where limestone, marble,
and mica all came together in abundance; second, a curved ridge
that descended to a valley floor to allow for ease of cutting and
an access road with a gentle slope; third, a hill at the higher end
of the valley to allow him to construct his foreman's shelter so he
could see all of the work of the quarry and so the sounds of the
quarry would be amplified and focused on his hut.

Patience, knowledge, and hard-earned political savvy
had allowed him to put off Minos, King of the island of Crete, long
enough to create a quarry that allowed efficient masons to triple
the rate at which they cut and delivered stone for the new palace
at Knossos.

With the palace nearing completion, Daedalus often
took pleasure in looking out over the valley and the giant stairs
of cut-stone terraces that made up the ridge wall where his men
worked hard cutting stone. Women, sent from villages as a tithe to
the king, worked off their duty by carrying water, by cooking, or
by sewing the tarps and covers that kept working men from the
sun.

From his stone-and-tarp shelter atop the hillock, he
scanned the ridge-top over the cut-stone wall. Facing late
afternoon sun, he held up his stone-hardened hand to shade his
eyes. In the bright light where an arid, scrub-covered slope met
the brilliant blue heavens over the Minoan island of Crete, a dust
demon lifted and swirled like a churning column of white fire
descending the quarry road.

The shining vortex marked the advance of the king of
Knossos and his retinue of soldiers.

Daedalus called to a passing woman to bring water,
and he returned to the shade of his Master Mason's awning and the
study of his stone, a slab of mica as thick as the span of a man's
hand, as broad as his own powerful, mason's shoulders, and as tall
as the shoulder of a horse. The stone leaned against a single block
of limestone carved by Daedalus himself to represent a giant bull's
horns. The horns would soon cap the walls of the palace of Knossos.
Until then, they served as an easel for his study of the newly
unearthed treasure of transparent stone.

Beside Daedalus, his apprentice and son, Ikarus, also
examined the stone.

“It flakes off,” Ikarus said. He pinched the corner
of the slab. Leaf-like flakes of clear mica fell off and floated to
the dust around his sandaled feet. “It won't cut. It won't take
scoring and breaking.”

The king's procession had distracted Daedalus. His
mind searched for reasons the king might visit the quarry. Kings
were best managed at a distance, and they were least dangerous when
they were sated and ensconced in their palaces. When a king moved,
trouble moved with him.

Daedalus’s dry lips and tongue made him ignore his
son and search for the water girl he had called. He scanned the
pale, angled quarry terraces, lashed-ladder scaffolds, and tented
resting and carving areas. “Ikarus,” he said, “You call them. Those
girls will fight to be the one who brings you water.”

Ikarus laughed. “Your thirst must be strong,” he
said. “You've never asked me to call the girls for you before.” The
younger man slapped his father on the back.

Daedalus stiffened. While he loved his son, he had
also noticed that lately work had suffered, and Ikarus carried the
gleam of unearned pride in his eyes. The boy had begun to believe
himself important because he was the Master Mason's son.

Impertinent humor twitched at the corners of the
boy's lips while he spoke. “If you let them tarry with you while
you drink, you might find one of them pleasant company,
Father.”

Daedalus frowned. “Look.” He pointed to the moving
column of dust on the quarry road.

“A dust demon,” Ikarus said.

“The king and soldiers.”

The mischievous glint in Ikarus’s eyes faded.

“Call for water, apprentice,” Daedalus said,
“for the stone. I want water to drink and to clean the stone.”

A woman wearing the black-hooded robe and veil of
mourning swept into the shaded space beneath their awning. The hem
of her robe was raised, pulled between her legs then tied into
itself around her waist to make walking easier. Her pale legs
showed the fine, useful muscle of a woman who walks the hills with
goats or sheep. She thrust a full water skin between Daedalus and
Ikarus. “I have your water.”

Daedalus took the skin. “Thank you.”

“It was not a favor to you, Mason. I perform my duty
to family, village, and king.” Her smooth, cool voice told him this
woman was no mere child who would flutter about giggling and hoping
for Ikarus’s smile.

Relieved, Daedalus nodded acknowledgement then faced
his stone. He bit down on the water skin's stopper, pulled it free,
then squeezed the skin hard enough to send a stream of water out
over the mica slab. Stone dust sloughed away, and the shine of the
amber, transparent stone beneath reflected his form and the form of
the woman standing next to him.

She took the skin from his hands and dropped her hood
and veil to take a drink.

Daedalus stared at her reflection in the stone.

Even with the curves, seams, and warps of the stone
reflecting her face, her beauty trapped his eyes. Captivated by her
face in the stone, he reached for the soft, bronze-gold curve of
her cheek to brush away a dark, shining curl that had escaped from
the leather band binding her hair back.

His fingers met wet, cold mica.

“You have the same stare as a ram when the ewes are
in heat,” she said.

Embarrassed, Daedalus pulled his hand away from the
stone. He turned to face her.

Her eyes were on Ikarus.

Ikarus stared, wide-eyed and mouth a little open.

Relief and a little regret washed away Daedalus’s
embarrassment. Her stinging words had been meant for his son.

Of course Ikarus held her gaze. Women's eyes always
found Ikarus. His height, golden curls, cave-ice blue eyes, and
muscled, lean figure brought all the water girls to him eventually.
This one was no different after all.

“Boy?” Daedalus said.

Ikarus closed his mouth and blinked. Head cocked like
a rooster, a slow, sly smile spread across his face.

Too late, Daedalus started to warn the boy to keep
his tongue.

“For you,” the boy said, “I would gladly provide a
ram’s service.”

She didn’t giggle the way most of the girls would
have. Instead, she said, “I’m sure you would perform like a young
animal if I smiled and fluttered my lashes.”

Ikarus blanched. He sputtered. “I’m no animal.”

“You are certainly no man.”

Daedalus stifled a laugh. The woman gave better than
she got. He imagined that her strength and beauty had given her
much more practice at deflecting men than Ikarus had at embracing
women.

The woman went on, “Should I desire a ram, I will
choose a man who knows a woman’s needs.”

Ikarus turned red. His eyes went wide at the insult.
He lunged for her.

Too late, Daedalus moved to stop his son from
dishonoring himself and the woman.

Her dark robe rippled as if a breeze had come up, but
the breeze was her hand moving too fast to be seen. A long, thin,
curved blade appeared at Ikarus’s neck. The point touched just
below his ear and behind his jaw. “I was mistaken,” she said. “You
have the stare of a pig surprised by a knife in the hand of the
woman who has fed him all his life.”

Daedalus inhaled sharply, and he raised a hand to her
pale, soft forearm.

Her head snapped to the side. Her long, gathered hair
flipped forward over her shoulder. Dark eyes challenged him.
Sunlight caught bronze in her dark hair and sent rivulets of
Hyperion blessings down her head and into cascades over the front
of her shoulder and along the high curve of her linen-swaddled
breast.

“Please,” he said. “He's young, and he has not looked
upon much of life's beauty.”

Her eyes softened. Small, controlled smile lines
appeared at their corners. Her forearm relaxed.

“My apprentice is a simple man.” Daedalus bowed
slightly. “As am I. Mere masons.”

Now, she smiled full and true. Dark cheeks glowed
bronze-red. Eyes sparked with life and glistening, full lips belied
the sadness of her grieving clothes. Her smile kindled a long
dormant fire in Daedalus’s heart, and he realized he had heard the
advice of his son. He willed her to tarry a moment, wished it with
his whole heart.

Then, her smile was gone, and he wanted it to appear
again. In that moment, he believed he might do anything to see it
once more.

She pulled her arm free of his grip, and she slipped
her blade back into the folds of her clothes. “He gapes and stares
like a boy caught behind bushes where women bathe.”

“Yes,” Daedalus said. “Thank you for teaching him
better.”

She nodded, took her water skin, and silently left
them.

Stunned, Daedalus admired the strength and confidence
of her walk as she departed.

“Did you see her?” Ikarus asked. “Have you ever seen
anything so beautiful in your life?”

Daedalus turned back to the stone, but he continued
watching her departing reflection there.

“Is your heart only moved by stone?” Ikarus asked.
“By all of the gods, that woman can make men kill and women
cry.”

“The king,” Daedalus said, “will want to know what we
will do with this stone.” Still, he followed her reflection in the
stone, walking away, her water skin on her hip, her long, strong
calves and thighs reflecting sunlight, and the bronze-fire and
charcoal of her hair flashing even in the amber depths of the
stone.

In the stone, Daedalus also saw that Ikarus still
stared after the woman.

“Even a king,” Ikarus said, “would bow before that
woman.”

“No doubt,” Daedalus answered. “But I think that
woman would kill or die before even a king could touch her without
her desire.”

Ikarus put a hand to the place on his neck where her
blade had touched him, then he turned to face the stone.

Daedalus silently thanked the woman
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