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PREFACE

 

Although these stories are standalone, they are all linked by love. It is the one thing that has carried me through the ebb and flow of life. And similar to every character, it is the one thing that makes the past, present and future sensible. Just as each story is a piece of a puzzle, so is each character in the lives of those they cherish. Love is the puzzle that binds us to each other.

 


Minerva’s Oath

 

When my husband, Orunmila convinced me to move to Yudania, I was hesitant for personal reasons—reasons he was aware of. Regardless, we moved because he’s my world and as long as we’re together, we’re home, location matters less. 

For countless millennia, Alkebulan was our home. It was a massive continent and its segmentation through tectonic plate movement is a recent phenomenon. We lived in harmony and peace with the people of that continent, to our surprise, learning much more than we had anticipated. They signed a continental peace treaty following the last war that turned a fertile, commercial farmland in the Sahara into a desert, causing a significant reduction in continental food production thereafter. 

However, the Windmill project there now supports commercial farming in other areas across the fragmented continent. Bonds were formed, bonds I wasn’t prepared to sever.

These bonds exist in memory now. They cultivated faith in and compassion for the species we now lived amongst—an instinctual occurrence for Orun-run. Perhaps it was courtesy of his father’s lineage, his father’s humanity. Constantinople had been our home for half a century. Just as we did back in Alkebulan, we arrived and resided here in familiar form. Not once did we conceal our true origins, the essence of our being. 

Most of the city’s citizens received us well except for but a few. These few were the main cause of the constant feeling of unsettlement within me. My beloved made frequent attempts to reassure me of the good within them but I was unable to shake it off. 

Orunmila chose this city, the lukewarm continent as well. The cold weather was a struggle to get used to, especially in the winter. 

“This city’s people will be good to us,” he said, “You’ll see. The other cities have a darker history. You’ll find yourself tied to the stake for those pants you wear; your fate having been decided on your behalf, by a council of men one would swear weren’t borne by women. Imagine if they were to discover who you are, what you are. We’re home, my darling.”

He felt they’d benefit the most with the knowledge we possess—knowledge of medicine, technology, mathematics, science, philosophy, amongst others. Constantinople was the least developed in Yudania, without even a hospice to accommodate sick patients suffering from a disease they called the Black Plague. The disease ravaged the city reducing its probability to recover and improve in all facets for centuries to come. 

Some Constantinopleans offered themselves for servitude in neighboring cities to curb starvation. They had a seamstress and tailor who were too overworked to complain about cunning customers. One thing they excelled at, however, was livestock production, albeit on a small-scale.

“I like this continent. It’s different, fascinating. It could teach us a few things, don’t you think?” Orun-run slightly folded his arms, stroked his long gray beard and gawked at me.

I shrugged. 

He grabbed my hand and went on in an attempt to convince me, “The pearls you wear, there’s plenty more where they came from. The rivers are teeming with sea life. I suspect there are silver deposits here as well. We’ll teach them metalwork. We’ll teach them the art of trading.” 

All these were compelling reasons but I chose him! My husband took on the role of a High Priest at the helm of the city’s first occult priesthood. I chose what he referred to as a “modest” role, that of an oracle. The reception was moving. At their core, Constantinopleans were a people hungry for knowledge, for a brighter future, hopeful, faithful, peaceful. 

We shared what we could, as much as possible—our intention, not to overwhelm the people. Throughout the decades, the society began to thrive, its people prospering. 

“See. I told you, Minerva,” Orunmila asserted. “Where else in Yudania do the common-folk walk around in fine, bright-colored silk and linen garments?”

Eyes rolling, I chuckled and responded, “You did. It’s a miracle the opportunities the tarred trail has also created for Constantinople. It would’ve been a drag reaching the trading port.”

He nodded and leant in for a peck on my cheek.

***

Yudania had become a mini-empire. Another city, on a different continent now experiencing its golden age. Constantinopleans began to worship us, against our wishes, erecting a stone temple in my and my husband’s honor—the city’s first, large enough to fit half the city’s population. 

We declared the temple open to the public, but there were those who were still terrified as they were clueless, overwrought by speculation about the full extent of our power and its supposed danger to the people. Over time, eight smaller temples were built across the city. Half of them were converted into learning institutions.

People within Yudania and the world over graced the city to witness its greatness; to acquire various types of knowledge, cementing Constantinople as the most powerful city in all of Yudania at the time—the one city in all of Yudania that wasn’t an autocracy.

Unbeknownst to Constantinopleans, their city replaced Ravenna as the new capital city of the now full-fledged Yudanian Empire. 

“Greetings, my lady! We come bearing offerings,” one Constantinoplean shouted with enthusiasm one afternoon outside my and hubby’s humble abode. “It’s not much, but it’s the least we can do.”

I emerged from within the Kawara-tiled, rounded stone house and addressed the lad. “Greetings. How generous of you. We’re humbled and grateful.  There’s plenty around here already, but thank you! Please take them to the temple, for those who frequent it.”

Orun-run and I agreed we’d seek means to curb this behavior were it ever to become a detriment to the citizens’ existence. 

Naturally, those wary of our deeds increased in number.

“It’s all a fable. There’s nothing for free in this wretched world. They’re imposters, false gods. Wait till they turn against y’all. Mark my words! It’ll happen soon,” said one fanatic at a community gathering. 

These individuals formed an underground sect whose main mandate was to prove their theory using whatever means necessary. The sect wasn’t as impactful as they’d envisioned. How could it have? Our track record spoke for itself, and although we seldom communicated it, we had Constantinopleans’ best interests at heart. In addition, everyone had their own free will. It wasn’t our place then to interfere. I felt their twisted intentions. They shook me. The unsettling feeling I had at our arrival in Yudania had now been reignited. 

Orun-run came to my rescue. “At ease, my dove,” he said, “here’s some lamb pottage and muscadine wine to calm your nerves. I know how much you relish this combination.”

Calm me, yes. Get rid of the unsettling feeling, no. I became fidgety whenever we were out in the public. I kept it from him for a while lest I worry him about my insecurities. 

My insecurities increased upon having a vision that the lords in the surrounding cities were unimpressed by the amount of power ours boasted.  According to the vision, if unable to usurp it by covert means, they’d attempt an outright coup. Constantinople did not have a military prior to my vision. 

Orun-run and I announced the formation of one as a precaution. Over the next two years, I
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