
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




 


 


The Drifter

Essentials Book 1

 


 


Jason P. Crawford

 


 



 


 


 


 


Copyright © 2013 Jason P. Crawford

Epitome Press

An Epitome Press Book

Smashwords Edition

All rights reserved.

Discover other titles by Jason P.
Crawford:

Chains of Prophecy

Seeking the Sun

Cycles of Destruction:
Earth

 



 


Smashwords Edition License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and
purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of
this author.

 



DEDICATION

 


 


This book is dedicated to Angelique Gunnels, who got
me started writing. Without you, I never would have realized what
my true calling in life was. May you walk in the land of dream and
mystery.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 


 


I wish to thank my wife, Cherrie, for her unwavering
dedication to our family and to our success.

 


Also, thank you to Kathy Ree for your editing work.
Excellent job!

 


Finally, thank you, my readers. Without you, I am but
a scribe in a room, putting words on paper for no one.

 



PROLOGUE

 


 


The Visigoths stood outside the Eternal City,
and its gods were nowhere to protect the citizens. Great Mars did
not materialize to throw back the invasion; Jupiter did not hurl
his lightning from mighty Olympus to deter Alaric and his
barbarians. Instead, only men were there to defend the walls of
great Rome, and they were afraid.

The legion stationed at the city was massed,
arrayed in its characteristic formation. A hundred years ago, maybe
even fifty, this legion would have been made up of ferocious,
well-trained and disciplined fighting men. Career soldiers. Now,
the legions were local, almost rag-tag. The only thing holding the
men of Rome on the battlefield against the barbarian horde was the
knowledge that, if they failed, the lives of their wives and
children would be forfeit. This courage, the courage of the
cornered rat, steadied their spines but did little to still the
shaking in their arms or the pounding of their hearts.

The order came: Charge. Attack. Drive the
Visigoths back; protect the Roman citizens. Don’t let them through
the walls.

The legionnaires advanced in lockstep, the
last line of defense of the greatest empire in history, and
prepared to face the enemy’s charge. Historians would mark this day
as one of many that led to the Fall of the Roman Empire. They would
be correct, but not for the reasons most would think.

The Salarian gate, a major entrance into
Rome, was the main focal point of the attack and the defense.
Alaric knew that if he could breach the gate, he would have
complete access to the wealth of the Eternal City, the wealth of
the Emperors and Senators of old. Over eight hundred years had
passed since Rome had been taken by an enemy force, and its years
of empire had filled its coffers with the gold and silver of a
world taken by conquest. All that stood between Alaric and these
riches were a few terrified and ill-prepared Roman legionnaires. He
sounded the charge, and the Visigoths, on foot and on horse,
thundered toward the Roman formation, bellowing their battle
cry.

The formation broke before the barbarians
could reach it. The rows split down the middle, clearing a path for
someone to pass through. A man, dark-skinned and handsome, bearing
armor of flowing, almost liquid, metal. His blade was encrusted
with sapphires and rubies that glowed with living fire. He leveled
the sword at Alaric.

The Romans had thought that their gods had
abandoned them.

But this one had not.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 1 - The Drifter

 


 


The drifter woke, choking back a scream. He
was huddled up in his moth-eaten, weather-worn jacket, cheek
pressed on the cold glass of the train’s window as it began to
decelerate. His seatmate glanced over at the sudden start, then
went back to reading a copy of Forbes magazine.

The train pulled in to Grand Central Station,
New York, at exactly 10:55 a.m. The sky was dark with angry
thunderclouds, and the rain fell like gunshots against the roof of
the train as it parked. The door slid open to disgorge the
passengers, a group of people acting more as one mass than as
individuals. The drifter passed through those doors, head down,
thinking about his dream.

The same dream again. Why?

A city cop, badge gleaming on his barrel
chest, stood in front of the lobby doors, nodding and smiling to
residents and visitors who were passing through. The drifter caught
his eye for a moment as his feet hit the steps.

“Thanks, Mitch.”

Mitch blinked and his eyes widened; his mouth
opened, but it was too late to say anything. The drifter kept
walking, pulling his worn gray hood up to protect himself from the
driving rain as his mind filled with dates, names, facts: Mitch
Folton, 32, married, two kids. Passed his Officer’s Exam four years
ago; it was his second attempt. Worries about his mother, who
hasn’t spoken to him in a few weeks. Has an appointment at….

The drifter shook his head to clear it of the
thoughts which had intruded on his own. These ideas, these
knowings, often came unbidden to his mind; they could be
summoned, when it was necessary, but most of the time the drifter
preferred to pretend that they weren’t there at all.

Squinting through the downpour, he stepped
into a crosswalk guarded by a red, forbidding hand. As his feet
touched the painted pavement, the hand vanished, replaced by a
jovial green walking man. He didn’t bother to look up, even as
several cars in the cross-traffic screeched to a sudden halt, the
drivers reacting to the sudden change as the lights facing them
went from green to red, skipping yellow entirely. The drifter was
unconcerned; his lights were always green when he stepped into the
street. He knew this.

He did not know why.

Men and women in business suits and dresses
covered their heads with raincoats and umbrellas as the crowd
surged to cross the street. Some sought an escape from the blustery
April storm, while others had a definite destination in mind or an
appointment to make. The drifter passed through the crowd, making
no eye contact; the pedestrians recoiled from him, either repulsed
by his torn clothes and soleless boots or afraid of his swarthy
skin and long dark hair, reminiscent of a wound whose scar still
throbbed just beneath the city’s skin.

The drifter registered these feelings of fear
and revulsion, and shrugged. The judgment of others rarely bothered
him; there was always a vague impression in his mind that these
people were blind, were deaf, were crippled in some
way that he couldn’t place, that he didn’t understand.

“I don’t understand myself.” He ran one hand
through his hair, then pulled his hood back up. “Why should I
understand any of them?”

Just on the edge of the street, one of the
people walking in front of the drifter dropped something; the
drifter tried to call out, but the gentleman was already lost in
the crowd, invisible in the masses. The drifter knelt down, picked
up what the man had dropped. A wallet. Leather, well-made, and, as
a moment’s examination revealed, packed with cash and credit cards
behind the pictures of family and friends. The drifter smiled and
shook his head, taking a moment to reach out to the thrumming he
always felt just beneath his awareness.

Then he threw the wallet into the street.

It traveled in a slow, high arc. A gust of
wind caught it, and it spun like a baby helicopter’s rotor. A city
garbage truck, big and green, caught the wallet on its windshield
as it drove by.

“What the hell?” The driver’s eyes widened,
but before he could react, his wipers switched themselves on,
brushing the wallet off the truck and sending it skidding back onto
the sidewalk. The drifter paused, closing his dark brown eyes,
waiting, just for a moment. Then it came.

The amazed laugh, the sound that someone
makes when they can’t explain their good fortune; the owner of the
wallet was grinning, regaling complete strangers with the tale of
how he hadn’t even known he had lost it, but it came flying out of
nowhere and landed at his feet. God must have been looking out for
him, he said.

Not exactly. The drifter chuckled and
shook his head as he went on his way…whichever way that was.

He sat down under the brown awning of a
barber shop. Fat raindrops streaming down the red and white barber
pole in front of the store caught the man’s attention and drew his
weary gaze. He closed his eyes for a moment, listening to the
drumming of the drops on the street and the awning above him,
letting the sound of the rain soothe his weary soul.

“Commander! The enemy troops are surrounding
the city; they have begun setting up their siege equipment. What
are your orders, my lord?”

The drifter’s eyes flew open. Before him, at
attention, stood a young man, European, wearing some sort of
military uniform, but archaic, leather and metal. He bore a sword
and dagger on his belt, and the drifter could hear the sounds of
panicking citizens below him.

“What?” The drifter’s gaze darted around,
unable to settle. He was on a crenellated stone wall. He could see
archers, men with bows loosing arrows at unseen targets. A glance
over the wall showed a massed force preparing to fire on the city
with catapults.

“We are outnumbered fifty to one, my lord.”
The officer removed his helmet, kneeling down beside the drifter.
“We need your orders. Do we fight or do we flee? We have little
time before the enemy will have cut off our escape.”

“No.” He stared at the officer, then covered
his face with his hands, closing his eyes and beginning to rock
back and forth. “No, not again. Not now. This isn’t really
happening. I’m dreaming again. I’m not here. Not here. Wake up.
Wake up.” The drifter went on in this vein for what felt like hours
before he felt a tap on his shoulder. His head snapped up and his
eyes searched out the source.

As he refocused, the drifter found a
friendly, wrinkled Asian face with warm brown eyes smiling down at
him. The drifter stared at him for several seconds; the strange
hallucinations came at irregular intervals and it was often
difficult to tell if one had ended or simply changed. The city
smells--gasoline, refuse, and concrete--soothed him, cradled him in
their familiar embrace.

“You all right there, son?”

I’m back. The drifter let out his
breath in a great rush. I made it home. I’m back.

“Son?”

“No.” The drifter shook his head, waved off
the man’s concern. “I mean, yes, yes, I’m fine.” The two pairs of
eyes met and held each other for a moment. “Thanks.”

“Do you need anything? Are you hungry?”

“No.” He narrowed his eyes and cocked his
head. Wait…something’s not right.

“I hope that you were not having a
nightmare.” The man pursed his lips. “You seemed to be in…distress
while you were sleeping.”

The drifter nodded. “I was, in fact. Thank
you for waking me.”

He listened to himself speak, and to the
friendly gentleman.

Goddamn it.

The friendly gentleman was speaking
Japanese.

So was he.

He looked around; he was still amongst
skyscrapers, but the crowds had changed. Billboards now showed
katakana and kanji instead of English letters. The
models were different, and the buildings seemed to crowd in on each
other even more than back in New York.

As he thought the question, Where am
I?, the answer came. Tokyo.

He was in Tokyo.

“Not again.” He picked his body up off the
ground and brushed himself off. He bowed to the friendly gentleman,
who returned the courtesy, and then started to walk the streets of
the capital city of Japan. Much as New York had become, Tokyo was a
strange amalgam of cultures, and the drifter found himself falling
into familiar customs and greetings within moments; the language of
passers-by was as clear to him as if he had been born to it, as
were the gestures of politeness, of rudeness, and the subtext
beneath each of them. Music videos blared at him from shop windows
as he passed, and a variety of vending machines offered every
product from condoms to coffee.

Two sugars would be nice. The
drifter’s thought flowed out, almost a command, as he approached a
coffee dispenser. The vending machine complied, providing a
steaming Styrofoam cup of liquid caffeine and two packets of sugar.
The drifter pocketed the remains of the sugar packets and sipped
the coffee as he walked. The night was lit by neon lights and
24-hour shops, but the lack of rain was a welcome change.

The drifter passed by an alleyway and saw
several of his “compatriots,” men and women huddled together in
sleeping bags, lying on the litter-spattered ground. Two men were
counting out coins and bills; one of them exclaiming, nudging his
partner as he brandished an American five-dollar note.

His friend took the cash and shoved it down
his sock, laughing.

The drifter searched out an abandoned doorway
– the building looked like it had once been a video game arcade,
perhaps – and curled up in it. City police passed him, looking for
homeless trespassers.

They did not see him.

The drifter closed his eyes and, as he began
to drift into sleep, he had one thought, one prayer: Please let
me sleep without any dreams. For once. Please.

 


~~~

 


The dark god, defender of the Eternal City,
stood before the barbarians. He was clad in the arms and armaments
of his station: metals undiscovered by mankind, twisted and smelted
using techniques the Romans would swear must have come from Vulcan
himself. He walked forward, his sword leveled in challenge toward
the Visigoth king, and the horde hesitated; they had rarely seen
one with the courage to face their leader in single combat, and
they had never borne witness to a man, a god, such as this walking
the Earth.

The Roman soldiers, fearful and cowering
only a few moments ago, now whispered gossip like tired old women
and men in sunlit plazas. Who is this? I thought that he was
only a story…

The god paid them no attention. He knew what
had to be done. In order for his city to survive, the invaders must
be driven off, slaughtered if necessary. His sword burned with pure
white flame, coruscating down the blade in pulses and rivulets of
phosphorescence. His visor came down, hiding his eyes from the
enemy.

The first of the enemy soldiers broke the
trance they had been held in and with a bellowing war cry, launched
their attack, goading their horses into a charge and aiming their
spears at their solitary foe. The god stood, watching the attack
come, his attitude patient, waiting.

The spear tips slammed into the smooth metal
of the god’s armor. Light flowed up the shaft, causing the weapons
to glow like the sun seen through a looking-glass. The horses
recoiled, their screams splitting the air and their riders tumbling
down, grabbing at their eyes in pain, some going so far as to grab
their daggers and dig out their own in order to stop the burning
within them.

Cheers erupted from the Roman forces, and the
Visigoths fell back several steps on seeing the fate of their
comrades. The god began to advance once more, his mouth and eyes
grim beneath the helmet he wore. He marched toward Alaric, whose
brave words of encouragement to his men were betrayed by the fear
writ upon his face.

Then the god felt the cold embrace of Death
clasp at his heart.

 


~~~

 


The drifter opened his eyes, breathing hard,
the sweat streaming off his forehead. A gorgeous sunrise was
dawning; the sunlight played on the sparkling surfaces of the
domed, spiraling roofs. He took a moment to get his bearings, then
he groaned.

Goddamn it. Moscow.

The air was crisp and cooler here, and the
morning fog clung close to the ground. Already, businessmen and
women were heading to their workplaces, bundled in jackets, shading
their eyes against the morning sun. The drifter shook the dew off
of himself, then stood, looking around to find the nearest bus
station.

Last time I was here, I ended up in a
brothel. He shook his head at the memory. In the same room had
been a young girl, fifteen or so, and she had been shivering. The
drifter had padded over to her bed to cover her with one of the
thin blankets from the floor.

That was when the burly, drunk Russian barged
in. One look told the inebriated man all he needed to know – the
drifter was about to molest his daughter. Despite the drifter’s
best attempts to convince him otherwise, that discussion had ended
with a broken nose for the drifter and a shattered arm for the
Russian.

The drifter laughed as he watched the bus
pulling toward the stop. The daughter had slept through the whole
thing, too. Poor girl.

For just a moment, a deep but quavering voice
seemed to whisper in the drifter’s ear

(please don’t go)

but he shook his head and pulled himself up
the stairs onto the city bus. He sat near the front and closed his
eyes, trying to concentrate, forge a deeper connection to that
strange something. …

Not feeling tired. Should be able to do
it. Nothing happened. Concentrate, damn it!

The bus pulled to a sudden stop, causing
unprepared riders to jerk forward in their seats. The passengers
murmured, looking out the windows, some of the voices rising in
alarm. The drifter did not look up, simply flipped himself out of
the seat and headed to the door.

<<What the?>> The bus driver
tried to grab him, but the drifter ignored the man as the bus door
swung open of its own accord. The air that rushed in was moist and
much warmer than the Russian chill trapped in the bus, and the
murmurs turned to gasps as the collected passengers saw Japanese
faces looking at their transport. The driver shut the door and sped
off.

When the bus left the station, it would be
back where it belonged. The drifter knew this. He did not know
why.

Not that it matters. I just need to find
somewhere to hide for a bit. Get control of myself. Calm down.
He pulled up his hood, thrust his hands into his pockets, and
hunched his shoulders as he walked, hoping to project an air of
“leave me alone.”

Goddamn Robert Louis Stevenson had it
right. Let your control slip for just a second…and you’re
Mr. Hyde again. Got to be more careful or she could find me
again.

<<Excuse me, sir?>>

The drifter stopped in his march toward
another hiding place and turned toward the voice. At first he did
not see the source. Then he looked down.

A young Japanese boy with bright eyes was
standing before him, looking up at him. His hands were holding a
steaming bowl of chazuke, rice topped with pickles and covered in
hot broth. He smiled at the drifter, then glanced backward. The
drifter followed his gaze to see two adults, probably the boy’s
parents, nodding to him and smiling from the door of a nearby
restaurant. The boy turned back.

<<I…I saw you walking, and I thought
you looked hungry…so I brought you this.>> The boy bowed,
holding the hot dish in front of him; after a moment’s hesitation,
the drifter returned the bow and took the bowl from him.

And yet again. He brought the bowl to
his face and inhaled the rich, savory smell. Simple kindnesses
from a child. Would that we were all children. A smile began to
creep across his lips, and words of thanks formed in his mouth…and
then his heart quickened with fear.

SHE was coming.

<<What’s wrong?>> The drifter
paid no heed to the child’s question. Like an animal sensing
danger, he did what instinct told him to do – he fled.

Move quickly. He raced down busy Tokyo
streets. Blend in.

Hide. He tore down alleyways, bumping
into pedestrians, ignoring cries of indignation.

Hide. Into a central plaza, teeming
with people moving in herds, back and forth.

Hide.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 2 – The Dark Woman

 


 


The drifter curled up next to a soda vending
machine as she arrived. She emanated presence, a palpable feeling
of power as she strode down the Tokyo sidewalk, arriving from
Somewhere Else (wherever that might be). The city residents gave
her a wide berth, like prey animals avoiding a predator in their
midst. Her sleek black dress clung to her form and complemented her
smooth, lightly-tanned skin.

The Woman’s nostrils flared as she paused on
the other side of the vending machine. Her golden eyes narrowed, as
if trying to pinpoint something almost seen in the distance.

To the passers-by, she was a beautiful
foreigner who exuded a powerful charisma.

To the drifter, she was a hawk and he a
mouse.

Hide. He put his hands on his head, a
futile gesture. I’m not here. Go. Go, please. Please go.

The Woman scanned slowly from side to side, a
look of concentration on her face. She licked her lips as if
tasting the air on them, and her gaze fell on the soda machine.

A pedestrian, talking on his cell phone,
bumped into the Woman. As he bowed, her glare burned holes through
his skull. As he rose, however, her look of fury transformed into a
smile…but a smile that chilled the drifter’s blood, even from his
hiding place.

<<I am sorry, miss,>> The
businessman who had collided with her bowed again.

<<Not as sorry as you will be, my
friend,>> Her voice was susurrant, soft.

As the gentleman looked up at her in
surprise, she brushed his cheek with her fingertip. A spark of
static electricity flew between them.

<<This is for throwing me off my hunt,
wormling,>>

The businessman blinked once, twice, and she
was gone without a trace. He looked about in confusion for a
moment, then shook his head and shrugged. He hurried off, muttering
to himself as he walked.

What the drifter saw, however, was far from
rational. On the man’s cheek, where the Woman had touched him, was
a mark, seared into his spirit like a brand, a sigil writhing with
ancient evil and malice.

The athalaxa.

The cursed sign of hatred and misfortune,
which would drive this man into insanity before allowing his death.
He would be plagued like the Biblical Job, losing all that he held
dear – his love, his money, his health – until he was unable to
bear what his life had become.

This was his fate now. The drifter knew
this.

He did not know why.

But he did know that the man did not
deserve this.

The drifter stood and raced after the
accursed businessman, reaching for the other man’s head with
grasping hands.

<<What!? Who...>>

The drifter gripped the other’s head between
his palms and touched their foreheads together, despite the other’s
struggling, despite the people who tried to pull him off,
bystanders who didn’t understand, those coming to the
businessman’s aid. Holding their brows together, he began an
incantation in a language that he knew came from his deepest
soul.

<<Begone, sign of vengeance; your wrath
is spent. Begone, sign of hatred; your power is stilled. Begone,
poisonous sigil; your rage is void and I cast you out!>>

As the drifter intoned these words, reciting
them and pouring himself into them as might a man on his deathbed
recite long-forgotten prayers, the streetlamps flickered and the
syllables reverberated from the walls nearby, echoing as if the two
of them were in an empty cavern.

For a moment, the fog that shrouded the
drifter’s past thinned; it seemed as if a gust of wind could clear
the webs and reveal the secrets to the mysteries he lived with each
day. For a moment, the drifter felt like a part of something
greater, as if he were more than what he had become.

Then it was gone, and the drifter was just
the drifter, falling over from exhaustion as the businessman fled
in fear. The others who had come to help looked confused and
concerned, walking away muttering about the “crazy homeless guy.”
The drifter picked himself up and hobbled over to a nearby wall,
leaning against it for support.

The athalaxa was gone. The man was
safe; he would never know how close he came to utter destruction,
of drawing the wrath of powers beyond his comprehension.

What the hell am I talking about? the
drifter thought, an edge of panic in his mind. How do I know
these things? Who was she?

Who am I?

For the first time in a long, long time

(how long)

the drifter felt more than an idle, passing
curiosity about that question; he felt more than an acceptance of
the circumstances of his present. He felt concerned for his future;
this woman, this dark Woman, wanted him and wasn’t giving up. Every
time she showed up, she seemed to come closer and closer to finding
him. His safety, his life, depended on figuring out who she was and
what she wanted from him.

But that’s not all, is it? In the
deepest part of his gut, where survival was less important than

(than what? What is more important than
survival? I don’t know) he was afraid…and more.

The Woman felt…wrong. Alongside the
ever-present fear was a deep-seated revulsion, as if a part of his
soul had been warped inside-out, chewed up, spat out again, and
plastered on a wall as a display. The Woman violated his very being
in some way.

Why? What’s wrong with her? With
me? How do I know her?

The drifter was sure of one thing – finding
out where the Woman came from and what She wanted would involve
piercing the shroud that obscured his past memories, the memories
he had lost.

The dreams. The dreams of someone else’s
life, a life he didn’t recognize. Or one he had blocked out,
perhaps. He couldn’t remember. And the prospect of remembering
scared him most of all.

Why had he forgotten in the first place? It
surely wasn’t benign; if a man’s past had an evil Woman who could
appear and disappear in an instant, and curse others to Hell on
Earth…

As the drifter walked toward the nearby
subway station, he cast his mind as far back as his memories would
take him, back to waking up in the New York gutter six months ago,
covered in street litter. Plagued with a rampaging headache, he had
stumbled to his feet and managed to make his way to a soup kitchen,
where he had been cared for by kind city volunteers, the first of
many small kindnesses that he had vowed to repay. Before that…he
simply didn’t know. The memories weren’t vague, or fogged; it
seemed as if parts of his mind were just gone, as if they
had never been.

Who could have done such a thing? He
stepped through the subway doors, standing amongst the staid
Japanese travelers who did their best to ignore him, as they did
everyone else on the subway who they did not know.

The subway pulled in to its next station, and
the drifter exited the underground train, leaving the Land of the
Rising Sun and stepping back into the American population center
known by many as the Big Apple. Once again, this did not surprise
him, although this time he was aware that he was not surprised. He
sighed with relief and his shoulders slumped when his furtive
glances did not reveal any traces of the Woman.

Quickly. I must move quickly,
before she finds me again. Traveling too much draws her
attention.

Walking as fast as he could without
attracting notice, the drifter approached the turnstile awaiting
his ticket card. The turnstile beeped and ushered him through as he
approached, a fact which failed to pique the curiosity of the
nearby security guard; a single man walking through a turnstile was
not nearly as interesting as the fantasy world of the comic the
guard was reading. The drifter pushed past the crowds in the
stairwell and hurried to ground level. The rain had stopped,
leaving children jumping in puddles on the street and New Yorkers
shaking off their umbrellas to stow them away in little
satchels.

The drifter jogged to the nearest bus stop,
ignoring the sidelong glances and shifting movement of others away
from him as he sat down.

“Mister, why are your eyes glowing like
that?”

The drifter looked over to see a little girl
with black hair and a yellow dress. She spoke with the clear,
ringing tones of a child who has not yet learned fear, and she was
gazing at him with a look of wonder.

“Sarah, we don’t talk to strangers!” The
girl’s mother was curling in a protective stance, not even looking
in the drifter’s direction as she reprimanded her daughter.

“No, Mama! Look! His eyes are glowing, just
like an angel on TV!” Sarah tugged, trying to look more closely
even as her mother led her away.

The drifter watched her go, and then his gaze
fell on one of the rain puddles, and his reflection therein.
What had she seen?

He looked into his own eyes.

And fell into them.

 


 



Chapter 3 – The Shadow Listener

 


 


The man known as Medina, which, in the tongue
of the Quran means “city,” finished his slow, luxuriant morning
shave, still trying to shake off the tendrils of his nightmare from
the night before. He had dreamt, again, of fallen Rome and the
death of its champion. He turned away from the mirror and called to
his servants for food and clothes. The servants brought fruits
which came from all over the Holy Land – grapes, figs, dates – and
a rice dish cooked with lamb, which Medina found delicious.

He had just finished his repast when a
messenger knocked at the door.

“My Lord Medina.” The messenger held his
hands folded and kept his eyes averted. “Salah al-Din needs to
speak with you in his chambers at once.”

Medina nodded and scratched at what was left
of his beard. “Inform Al-Nasser that I will attend him at once.” He
turned away from the messenger. “You may leave now.” The messenger
bowed low and scurried away.

Medina dressed himself in luxurious blue and
gold silks and prepared for his audience with the Sultan. As he
readied himself, he began to hear the voices again, voices from
other places, other peoples, murmuring at the edge of his
consciousness. As he generally did, Medina shut them out, pushing
them away until there was once again silence in his mind. Not for
the first time, he wondered why he could hear these whispers when
no one else could, even if they were standing with him
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