
  
  
Copyright © 2025 by Christopher J. Wyatt/Imprint: Wordwright Works   

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means- electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, scanning, or other without the prior written permission of the publisher.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, religion, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Book Design & Formatting: Christopher J. Wyatt & Monika Wyatt

Editing: Monika Wyatt

Cover Design: Adrian DKC (adriandkc.com)

Illustration: Devin Maupin (devinmaupin.carbonmade.com)

Arena Sketch & Cartography: Christopher J. Wyatt

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025920456




ISBN: 979-8-9925212-1-4


ISBN: 979-8-9925212-2-1 (Paperback)



















  
  


[image: image-placeholder]









  
  
It has been said that legends are born, warriors earn valor, heroes have honor, and superheroes gain superpowers. Miracles: a few believe they still exist and that they happen every day. But some may wonder, can one person possess all of these traits? Who is a legend, has valor and honor, wields superpowers, and performs miracles?  

Throughout centuries, a sacred phenomenon has enlightened the hearts of the young and the elderly alike. Within the building blocks of mythology, religion, and history, a legend was created, carrying many names, titles, and forms. A legend who is a true realistic hero to some and a magistical superhero to others. An odyssey is to unfold, scribing events that could or might have been. A tale of one who is said to be the divination of a legendary and magnanimous figure. 

His name- Nicholas.









  
  
The sound of a quill scratches in a cold and dark night:





The daylight grows shorter, the sickness grows stronger


The creatures of evil defeat us in slaughter


Our skin, it is blistered, our faces are dry


Our blades are dull, but our shields are held high


Our fingers frost-bitten, our outlook is dreary


For the Bacillus thwarts us, with sinistrous fury


Though embedded fog blinds us, we march toward the Strain 


But with pure hearts and goodness, we block its disdain


We struggle together to avoid this fierce blight


The Restorer has come, and he aids us this night


Our battle cries roaring, our breaths misted with cold


For Nich’las is burdened, with an artifact he holds 
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Theopanes and Nonna sat together on the beach. Upon their faces, they could feel the light breeze and the spray of the sea's water. They spent time here often, walking along the shoreline and watching the sun rise. They lived an enriched life in Patara, a flourishing city in the region of Lycia. The two had both nobility and wealth but were not pretentious. They often gave to the poor and cared for the less fortunate. They felt the life they maintained would be ideal for the newcomer about to arrive in the family.  

“Theopanes, he’s stirring again! The sea seems to excite him.” 

Theopanes reached down to touch Nonna’s stomach. “Have you decided on a name for him?” he replied. They were still uncertain what to call him. The two had longed for a child for quite some time, many years, but had faced struggles conceiving. Oftentimes, Nonna would find a place of solitude. With teary eyes, she would pray. “Please bless me with a son, a son who is strong in mind and strong in body.”

As the fertility of Nonna’s womb developed into an infant, she began having a re-occurring dream. It always started on the beach of Patara, where Nonna sat looking upon the blue waters, touching the sand with the tips of her fingers. A soft-spoken whisper suddenly called out, “Nicholas? Nicholas?” Startled, Nonna looked out to the sea, attempting to locate the mysterious sound. Among the swells, the water's surface froze and formed into ice caps. Quickly following, the ice cap began to crack and then broke into masses of crystal shards and frozen particles. The dream transitioned to a wintered field and a snow-white hare. In a long sprint, the hare hopped, and while in midair, it changed to a beastly form, with dark grey hair and glowing purple eyes. The dream finalized with a withered poppy as subject. A hand appeared, pulling the dead poppy from its roots. The hand became the silhouette of a small boy. With the flower in his hand, the child walked to his mother, and with each step, the poppy bloomed to its original and beautiful red color. The young boy offered the poppy to his mother. Smiling, the mother reached down to accept it, hugging the child. The dream concluded in darkness, except for two sharp fiery eyes of orange and yellow. The eyes spoke in a soft and friendly whisper “Nicholas... Nicholas? Restorer of Goodness… please help us.”

Nonna awoke with a startle. She felt a slight pain and a few kicks inside her stomach. Rubbing her stomach, she spoke softly so as not to wake up Theopanes, “It’s okay, little one, it’s okay.” Lying awake, she began wondering what the dream meant. Why did the voice keep calling out the name Nicholas?

Nonna and Theopanes started the usual day by taking a walk along the beach. They generally spoke to one another, but on this particular morning not much conversation took place. Theopanes could sense that Nonna had something on her mind. Holding her hand and walking by her side, he waited for her to speak. After a few minutes of silence, Nonna halted the walk and spoke to Theopanes with unexplained sincerity and certainty. “Theopanes? I would like to name our child Nicholas.”
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The newest resident of Patara lay in his infant bed made of reeds and wool; his fragile body covered with a colorful fabric blanket. His newborn eyes perceived blurred images of smiling faces and hand gestures of pointing and waving. His ears made out distorted sounds of greetings. “Hello, little one,” some would say. “Welcome, newcomer,” others would utter. The dawning of the child was a great day of celebration and delight. Close friends and locals of the town came by throughout the day to give respect to the parents and their baby and to give assorted foods, household items, and goats as gifts. Outside their home, they could hear voices of fellow townsfolk spreading the word. 

“Rejoice! Nonna and Theopanes have finally been blessed with a new baby boy!” 

Theopanes opened the front door of his home, holding his new babe, who was resting on his broad shoulders and stern forearms. Bystanders of the town gathered nearby to watch. He addressed the crowd. “Fellow friends and neighbors, meet our new child... Nicholas!” He carefully raised his new son up with two hands, and the group clapped and cheered in excitement for the gift Theopanes and Nonna had received.

Walking the city’s main avenue was a holy man dressed in a cloak and wide lace garments, with a tall miter on his head and a wooden crosier in his left hand. This man was an abbot of the nearby town of Myra and a relative to Theopanes and Nonna. As he strolled through the streets of Patara, he frequently nodded or raised his crosier to the residents in greeting. One passing woman recognized the man and spoke. “Good day to you, abbot; what brings you to Patara?”

The priest briefly stopped and beamed at her, placing the end of his crosier on the ground to steady himself. “The heavens have gifted us with a child today. He is also my new nephew.”

“That is wonderful!” she exclaimed.

He proceeded to the homestead. Several people who passed by knew him well, while others questioned who he was. It was part of his profession and nature to interact with them, since many shared his beliefs and faith. This was not always the case for everyone, however, and his presence caught the attention of two authoritarians. They were soldiers loyal to the Roman army, easily recognized by the common folk of the city, and were both equipped with prodigious armor and pugios sheathed to their waists. One soldier stopped the abbot in his tracks. “Halt! What is your intention of business here?”

He stormed up a simple but vague answer. “I am here to visit family.”

The soldier threw him a stank eye but accepted his answer. “Very well, proceed then.” 

Those loyal to the Roman Empire commonly crossed paths with those who practiced the religious beliefs that the abbot preached. The Romans generally had different views and beliefs but often chose to turn their backs to reduce conflict or controversy. Those that followed spirituality often shared their faith behind closed doors or in places of sanctuary to protect themselves.

As the evening approached, a celebration feast was held, featuring wine and an accumulation of food items that had been donated throughout the day. Theopanes and the uncle sat, weeding through the assortment of fruits, breads, nuts, and many other options. Nonna, exhausted, skipped dinner and instead sat on a wooden rocker chair that was built by Theopanes, enjoying the crisp, cool breeze that came in through the nearby window. It was a clear and beautiful evening, and the stars above shone brightly upon her and her new babe cradled in her arms. The bishop got up from his seat and brushed a few dinner crumbs from his face. He approached Nonna and looked down at his nephew, who was lying with his eyes wide open. 

“He's very observant and alert, has full attention of his surroundings.” 

The baby cooed as he looked up at his uncle.

“Yes, he does.” Nonna smiled down at him. “When most younglings would sleep, he chooses to watch the stars outside.”

“May I?” the bishop asked. 

Nonna nodded and the abbot reached out and placed his hand on the infant's head. Concluding his first day in the world, his uncle provided a blessing of protection and safety to his new beloved nephew.
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Paloma's hooves clopped as Nonna and Nicholas galloped through the Arch of Modestus. Its tall triple-arched structure stood beyond the outskirts of the city, indicating to travelers that they would soon reach the desert beach of Patara. Nonna looked back at her son who rode behind her with his arms wrapped around her torso. Paloma was a gentle horse, with the nature of a dove, dirty white in color. Her legs exhibited great strength and muscularity as she trotted. “Almost there, Nicholas; the weather is prime for today's training.” It was a beautiful October day, a great opportunity for them to spend time near the sea. The horse traveled on the rocky hardened pathway, which soon shifted to a soft sandy terrain. The beaches consisted of dunes that had a desert-like appearance, and its lengthy shoreline went for miles along the Mediterranean Sea's coast.

Reaching their destination, the young boy jumped from the horse and began running toward the water. As he sprinted down the path toward the designated training area, a swirl of sand coated his legs, torso, and face. “Careful, Nicholas, not so fast! There may be sea turtle hatchlings burrowed below,” Nonna cautioned her son.

Nicholas slowed his stride, trying not to disturb hatchlings that may be directly under his bare feet. The primary time of his training and playing at the beach was during the fall and winter months. His feet crunched through the sand that filled between his toes and felt comfortably warm to the touch. During the summer season, it was generally too hot; it felt like walking on hot coals and burned the soles of his feet. As he reached the shoreline, the waves brushed his feet and calves, the cool water rinsing his skin.

“Nicholas, let's begin,” Nonna said. “We must practice your techniques. The tide is moderate and calm; we shall take advantage.”

“Yes, Mother,” Nicholas replied.

The young boy stared down at the glittering white sands of the beach. While he was growing up, he had completed several of his mother's swim lessons and was now at an intermediate level of training. He pressed further into the water, eventually meeting the depth where he could begin his swimming practice. Nicholas glided through the ocean's waves, his shoulders, arms, and legs synchronized together to increase his accuracy and propulsion. He loved the sea; he felt free of worry as the cool rush of the swells clashed upon his face, his arms grabbing and pulling the water behind him. Nonna observed him as he performed a series of breaths, kicks, pulls, and various sweeps. She smiled at her son's progress but sternly observed his weaknesses, preparing to correct him on proper technique when he finished. 

After a solid day of swimming and training, Nicholas and his mother enjoyed a mid-afternoon picnic lunch. Paloma snorted and neighed from behind them, her skin fluxing from a random head shake. After each session, the two usually reviewed his approach and technique, analyzing possible improvements. Today, however, was different; he was not to be lectured. Nicholas looked into his mother's eyes and could see her pride and satisfaction.

“Nicholas, I have taught you all I know; I have nothing more that I can advise you on. Your only teachers now are the dolphins, since you swim exactly like them. But always remember, son... when swimming and in life, you must remain calm; you must pull the sea.” Nicholas smiled happily at his mother and took in the advice she had given him; she was a great teacher to him and a woman of great intellect. Then suddenly, he was distracted. 

“Nicholas, look!” Nonna said, excitedly pointing at the sea turtle eggs. “They are starting to hatch!”
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Nicholas watched as the younglings began digging themselves out of the ground. The small turtles shook the sand from their small bodies and began their marathon to the sea. Several of them were successful at reaching the water, while others became an afternoon morsel for the surrounding seabirds

Nonna smiled at her son. “See, Nicholas? They strive for survival as we do; their challenge is getting to the sea. If they reach the water they live another day, but if they don't, well... you can see what happens. They too must pull the sea.”

Nicholas understood the meaning behind his mother's philosophy. It was not just about swimming, but also about taking on the challenges in life to succeed- to survive. He watched as the small-shelled sprinters used all their might to shovel every grain of sand behind them. With each fore-flippered tug they battled forward, one step closer to reaching the finish line of freedom; they were pulling the sea to them.
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20 years later... 

With saddened eyes, Nicholas nursed his parents, bed-ridden by their sickness. The disease had overwhelmed them with constant fevers, chills, sweats, and an anguish of coughs. Many people in Patara had made contact with the epidemic that spread throughout the region. Nicholas believed that his parents had been exposed while helping those in need, eventually becoming sick themselves. 

“Here, Mother, eat this; it will help nourish you,” Nicholas requested. 

Struggling, she sat up to eat the soup he provided her with, spitting some of it from her mouth. The frequent coughs made it difficult for her to eat or breathe. 

“I can't, Nicholas,” his mother wheezed.

“Please try; do not let it defeat you. A bit more, and I shall let you rest.” 

She ingested what she could, then, weak in body, lay back down, quickly falling asleep. Nicholas observed his father lying next to Nonna. He could tell Theopanes was fighting a severe fever, sweating and muttering in his sleep. Deciding not to disturb him with food, he left his father to rest.

He went into the main corridor of the house and sat down on a rocking chair near the window. It was the same chair, built by Theopanes, that his mother had sat in while holding him as a baby. He rubbed his temples attempting to abate his distress and watched through the window as others, still healthy, walked by. He was glad to see that fellow neighbors and residents were not sick but felt terrible for his parents. His negative emotions somewhat lightened as his uncle approached. 

“Greetings, Nephew!” 

“Hello Uncle, it's good to see you today!”

“You too, Nephew; any improvement on your parents' health?” 

“They are very weak, unable to eat much. Both have worsened this morning.” 

The abbot entered the bedroom and gave them a quick look-over; Nicholas could see the disappointment in his eyes. He watched from outside the room as his uncle raised his crosier, providing blessing in hopes to improve their health. He then joined Nicholas in the main corridor and eyed his nephew. “You show much exertion; perhaps you should get some fresh air. I can attend to your parents' wellbeing while you are away.”

Nicholas pondered the idea but felt guilty leaving his folks behind. He knew he was in good hands having his uncle around and felt a sense of security, having a religious figure and mentor nearby in this time of his parents' anguish. Maybe, he thought, a short time away would strengthen his assistance for them when he came back. “Thank you, Uncle; perhaps I will.”

As mid-day approached, the weather shifted to rain. Nicholas made his way to the horse corral outside his home where goats, chickens, and pigs roamed. Inside, Paloma stood tall, appearing peaceful and free of worry. Nicholas began to pet her on her face, “Shall we take a ride in the rain, old friend?” Paloma was close to the age of Nicholas, and he had grown up with her. When he was a young boy, his folks had purchased Paloma as a foal, and she was now an elderly horse by normal standards but still strong and reliable. As he began equipping her for the ride, the rain had thickened significantly, large drops wetting the ground. 

“Hyah!” Nicholas commanded, sternly snapping the reins. Paloma instantly jolted out of the corral, then she and Nicholas traveled toward the Arch of Modestus and the beach of Patara. Reaching the desert dune, Nicholas began to vision past times with his mother teaching him to swim and educating him on the newborn sea turtles that fought the sand to pull the sea. Adrenaline built up inside Nicholas as he whipped the reins, shouting further command. “Hyah!” Hyah!” Maintaining strength in her old but muscular legs, Paloma kicked up muddied sand, increasing her rate of speed. Her dirty-white hair further browned in color from the splash as they crossed the shoreline. The cool rain tapped on Nicholas' face as they rode like the wind, bringing him temporary serenity. They crossed the lengthy stretch of the beach, reaching the western stream of Eşen, an artery of the Mediterranean, which bled some of its water northward into other cities of Lycia. Nicholas changed directions, following along the stream, and he and Paloma eventually approached a familiar bank, an area in which Nicholas and his dad spent many days together. Theopanes had taught Nicholas to fish here and engaged him in many discussions about life, women, religion, philosophy, and other distinct subjects. 

Nicholas decided to sit and recollect; the rain had lifted, and the afternoon felt pleasant as he stared out at the flowing stream, mesmerized by the ripple effect caused by the eddy currents. He laughed to himself as memories of catching his first fish as a child struck him. It should have been his father's catch, but the stream's ripple and current had caused Nicholas' fishing line to cross his father's. After tangling lines, the fish had taken Nicholas’ bait instead of Theopane's.

“You've hooked it! Bring it in, son! Maintain strong arms!” his father instructed.

Theopanes smiled as his son lit up with excitement. Nicholas could not wait to bring it back to his mother. When they arrived home that night, he told her the great tale of how the fish was caught. 

“He was a sneaky one, very strong, fought me for hours,” Nicholas shared. 

Nonna glanced up at Theopanes, who shrugged and grinned, entertained by the exaggerated story. Instead of telling his wife what really happened, he simply responded, “Our son did well today. I'm proud of him.” 

His wonderful memory of that day subsided as a young girl, hollering in distress, ran toward Nicholas. 

“My boat! Can you please get it? I cannot reach it! Please sir, I don't want to lose it!”

Floating down the stream's ripple was a small wooden boat with a single square sail that flapped in the breeze. Nicholas quickly jumped to his feet and reached for the boat. Intrigued, he examined the hand-crafted ship, and the square sail made of cloth, then handed it to the girl.

“Oh, thank you! Now my father won't be mad at me!”

Nicholas smiled at the girl. “Did someone craft this for you?”

“My father, it was a gift for my birthday,” the girl responded.

“It's a fantastic boat- be sure to take care of it,” Nicholas suggested.

“I will; thank you for saving it!” The girl ran back to her parents, who gave Nicholas a quick wave of appreciation.
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An afternoon of riding and recollecting on the bank of the Eşen stream helped Nicholas feel better, but with a concerned mind, he decided it was best to return to his parents and relieve his uncle. He looked down the stream, once again seeing the father, mother, and the girl enjoying each other's time together. They cautiously watched their daughter as she played with the toy boat, this time preventing it from being taken by the stream. He tugged the reins to begin his trip back, giving one last glance over his shoulder. But the family had mysteriously vanished- as if they had never existed.
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Nicholas dropped Paloma off, giving her a few servings of hay for an evening meal. Leaving her to eat, he gave her a quick pat on the side and proceeded to his home. As he opened the front door with a hesitant sigh, harsh coughs echoed through the house from the bedroom. He greatly despised the sound; every wheeze and hack reminded him of his parents' suffering and felt like a dagger piercing his heart.“Uncle?” he called out. “Uncle? Are you back there?”

His uncle entered the main corridor, leaning on his crosier, his eyes filled with tears. Nicholas gulped as his heart entered his throat from the sudden worry that struck him.

“Welcome back, Nicholas, how was your ride?”

Nicholas did not answer and went straight to questioning.

“Uncle... please tell me... how do they fare?”

His uncle frowned and shook his head in sorrow. “Your mother... I'm afraid she is dying.”

Nicholas stormed past his uncle into his parents' bedroom. His mother lay there, struggling to breathe.

“Nicholas... my lovely son...” she reached out her hand and Nicholas quickly grasped it.

“Deep breaths, Mother,” Nicholas urged.

In short gasps, Nonna spoke. “I always... wanted a boy... that was...” A series of coughs interrupted her. “A boy... strong in mind... strong in body...”

“Rest, Mother; you do not have to speak,” Nicholas pleaded as he started to tear up.

His mother looked up and smiled. “God... he has given me... just... just that... You've... grown into the man I hoped you'd be.” 

Her grip tightened on Nicholas' hand, and her eyes watered and moistened her pillow.

“Remember, son... pull... the... sea.”

His mother's hand released its grip as her sickness struck the fatal blow. Nicholas, trying to hold up strong, immediately failed. He grabbed his deceased mother and hugged her tight, sobbing intensely in mourning. “Mother... I will miss you dearly!” Nicholas' uncle stood teary-eyed behind him but tried to maintain composure to support his nephew.

The same evening, not too long after Nonna had passed, Theopanes left the world of Patara and reunited with his wife in spirit. The next day Nicholas woke up to a home, once furnished with warmness, now transformed to coldness. He no longer would see them in the morning and say “Good morrow, Mother” or “Good morrow, Father”- instead he faced emptiness both in his estate and inside his mournful heart. 
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The stone-erected pharos towered high, overlooking Patara and the shores that harbored the Mediterranean. Standing on its upper podium, Nicholas watched the sun lower over the sea. The spherical ball of fire looked as though it was going to douse itself, creating permanent darkness. When he was a young boy, his parents had brought him to this lighthouse on many occasions; to him it felt like a large fort, an ideal place to play. The keepers of the pharos generally were strict on visitors but knew Theopanes and Nonna well and had grown fond of Nicholas. Now as a young man, it was his place of sanctuary where he went to think or to recollect. 

As he mourned the death of his parents, Nicholas found that his mind had become scattered and confused. He began realizing that he had a lifetime of decisions and challenges ahead of him. He was still learning about the world, and now he began analyzing his next path forward. His parents had left him with a toolbox containing sharpened attributes of wealth, kindness, giving, and sharing. He stared out to the blue waters of the sea, feeling lonely and scared. He still had his uncle in the region to confide in, which he was thankful for, but he dearly missed his mother and father. He wished he could have had more time to spend with them, and to learn further methods of their good nature. His eyes began to water, and a tear drop trickled down his cheek and hit the ground below, several meters down from the podium above.

A sudden breeze from the sea brushed his face. The wind generally felt warm, but this time it felt cold... utterly cold. Nicholas squinted and touched his stinging cheek where the tear had drained from his eye. As he wiped the trail of water it felt abnormally icy. From the sea a soft voice spoke, frightening him. “Ma... Nost...” He could not make out what it was saying. The breeze increased and Nicholas began to shiver from the cold it delivered, the chilled sensation seeming unusual and mysterious. Perhaps his sorrow was just playing tricks on his mind. The whispered voice spoke again, this time more definite. “Mare... Nostrum...”

He knew that “Mare Nostrum” meant “The Sea” but questioned the voice's purpose. “Mare Nostrum? I don't understand.” The soft voice came from the sea a third time “Mare... Nostrum... holy... land...” and at this point Nicholas began questioning his sanity. He was convinced the voice he was hearing was only gibberish. He stared out at the sparkling water, where from underneath the waves a silhouette of a ship rose, followed by a large square sail, an exact replica of the toy boat that he had saved for the young girl at the Eşen stream. He was now convinced his mind was far gone, the visions and voice a sham. He watched as the sail flapped and the silhouetted ship disappeared into the sunset. The sun dropped, turning the atmosphere to night.

Returning home, he made to his bed, his mind still scattered, confused, and weary. His thoughts kept indicating that he should go somewhere... travel. But where and when? What would be his agenda? He remembered the stories his uncle told of the Holy Land, its history, and the religious miracles that took place there. His eyes grew heavy and his mind eased as he drifted off to sleep, still recapping the voice he heard at the lighthouse. 
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“You're always welcome to join me in Myra. There is much that you can learn there and develop upon in my teachings,” his uncle offered.

“Thank you, Uncle, I will consider the opportunity.” 

Nicholas and his uncle were enjoying a morning breakfast together. On his frequent trips to Patara, the abbot would attend to religious errands and stop to visit Nicholas as well. He enjoyed his uncle's presence; it helped fill the void of loneliness that often encountered him. From time to time, he would make visits in return, enjoying the opportunity to leave Patara for a short while. For several minutes there was an awkward silence between the two. Nicholas stared down at his breakfast- very little of its content had left the plate.

The abbot looked up from his meal, giving Nicholas a sharp look. “You are in deep thought, Nephew; what occupies your mind?”

Nicholas sighed. “Perhaps it is the sorrow of losing my parents that strews my sanity, but a voice of the sea, it instructs that I visit the Holy Land. It keeps speaking out to me...”

His uncle gave him a concerned look “Oh? Beware the voices you accept when you are weak; they can be of demons attempting to consume you.”

“Yes, I will take caution; however... this feeling- it stirs inside me... signifying that I should travel there. My parents have shown me how to help those less fortunate. You have taught me the practices of faith and religion. Traveling there may help determine who I am... perhaps define my purpose.”

“How would you get there?” his uncle asked. 

“I've considered relying on Paloma; I believe she could get me there, but I fear the old girl might not get me back. She's a reliable horse, but she's not as strong as she used to be.”

“Many voyage there by ship. Either route you choose, the journey can be dangerous. There is much warfare, both on land and out at sea,” his uncle warned.

Nicholas nodded at his uncle’s advice. “I believe I will make use of this day and contribute some good deeds. I would like to make the most of my parent's wealth and provide for those in need as they did.”

Concluding breakfast, Nicholas said farewell to his uncle and began his day's venture of giving. He hoped it would also help him decipher his thoughts and unusual feelings and to better understand the meaning behind the mysterious voice. Perhaps there were others out there seeking meaning in themselves as Nicholas was.
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The woman and her two young boys sat depleted and hungry, their clothing tattered and worn. With his inherited wealth Nicholas approached two local merchants of Patara, purchasing a few loaves of bread from one and a goat from another. Helping the woman and her boys, he decided, would be a good first task to accomplish on his own. This was not his first time of giving; many of his days had been spent with his folks providing for those in need, watching as his mother or father imparted food portions, animals, clothing, and periodically a hug or two. With goods in hand, he smiled at the woman and her small boys, attempting to put them at ease. Living a hard life, they had developed a paranoia toward those that approached them. Although the woman remained wary and the boys stood cautiously behind her, they noticed the bread and goat that Nicholas held in his hands. 

“Please take these; I hope they will help you find improvement in your life, at least for a little while. Here is some extra to help you purchase clothing for your boys.”

 The woman's eyes lit up; they were not expecting to receive such acts of kindness “Thank you! You are most generous! My boys haven't eaten for a couple days now, they will be happy to fill their stomachs!” One of the boys who hid behind his mother reached for the lead attached to the goat. He smiled as if he had received a new pet, although the goat would also provide for them and be useful for many things.

Nicholas continued down the main streets of Patara, looking for those that he could help with their struggles. Through several encounters, he provided for those in need, relying on what he learned and practicing good intentions as best he could. He felt good being able to accomplish these tasks alone. His day swiftly passed by as he relocated outside of town into the busy harbor section of Patara, where several vessels of various sizes were docked, anchored, or resting on the sand of the shoreline. In an open area of the harbor a middle-aged man and his teen son were building a vessel. Nicholas could not determine what type or how large; it looked as though the ship was in the first stages of construction.

“Not enough locking pegs, we need another!” the man shouted out to his son.

The plank loosened and fell to the ground. “Blast! Try again! Check the plank edges. Be sure the tenons are straight!” he ordered his son.

The boy revamped the tenons as instructed. Afterward, the planks successfully bonded and the mortise and tenons matched up precisely. 

“Better! We are flush now!” the father confirmed.

Nicholas watched- they coordinated well, bonding the wooden planks together. He noticed their skin: tan, yet coarse, rough, and dirty. From their appearance, he assumed they worked the harbor as shipbuilders. With curiosity, he greeted the man and his son.

“Might I ask what type of vessel you and your son are building?”

The man turned away from his work. “A cargo ship... it doesn't look like much yet, but someday it will travel Mare Nostrum in hopes of better days.” 

The name the father used for the sea struck Nicholas, reminding him of the voice he thought he heard at the lighthouse.

.The man continued. “For now, my son and I transport goods on land. It's a reasonable living, have you; it feeds our bellies and shelters us, but we could be more successful and profitable. With the extra income we earn we put it toward materials for our project here.”

“Apologies, I took you as shipbuilders,” Nicholas responded.

“Used to be... was once a shipbuilder for the Roman Empire but was disbanded. My son here, he apprentices me both in goods transport and our building our ship.”

“What kind of ships did you build for the Romans?” Nicholas asked.

“Many kinds, from small fishing boats to big war triremes oared by many Roman soldiers.”

Nicholas found it interesting but peculiar that such a craftsman would be living here in Patara instead of a major Roman city.

The man answered his unspoken question. “They gave me the choice to exile or become a slave. I was wrongly accused of treason, and stories formed that I built ships for the Sassanid Empire. After being disbanded, I chose to come here, developing a business in transporting goods.” 

Nicholas watched as the father and his apprentice continued with their construction. It reminded him of his time with Theopanes, and he found himself missing him extensively. The words of the mysterious voice crossed his mind once more “Mare Nostrum... the Holy Land...” From deep inside an idea fell out of his mouth as though it had a mind of its own.

“What if I could help you in your succession?” he asked.

The man tittered at Nicholas, halting his work. “Oh yeah? And how would you go about that?” 

Nicholas explained his frequency of wealth inherited from his parents and how they had raised him to help his fellow people, assisting those that wished to thrive.

“Sorry lad... we don't hold bonds with anyone. My son and I, we earn our accomplishments on our own.” The man and son then turned back to their work.

Nicholas respected the man's point of view and nodded in understanding. “I understand- best of prosperity to you and your son.”

“You also, lad,” the man replied, staying focused on his work.

Nicholas left them. He felt he'd had a strong day of following in the footsteps of his parents. But something inside him felt his venture was incomplete and urged him to go back in the other direction. His feet began walking again toward the shipbuilder and his apprentice, and again his vocal cords spoke as if they were self-acting, addressing the father and his son. 

“There would be no bonds. I only wish to travel... reach the Holy Land. If I could help fund your dream of building a cargo ship, would you be able to take me there and perhaps bring me back? Would this ship be able to do so... once it is complete?”

The man again stopped his work, this time halting his son also.

“Lad... if we build everything correctly it will go anywhere we want it to go. We could transport goods from port to port, and my family and I could prosper as we always dreamed of. “

“Then... please let me help you. I can provide the food and necessities you need. You would not have to transport goods; you could focus on building your vessel.”

“There would be no bonds to you?” the man asked to reconfirm. 

“None, just transport to the Holy Land and back. The rest is my gift to you and your family, a gift to your succession.”

The man and his son looked at each other in shock, as they did not expect such an offer or opportunity to arise. “Son... we have a lot of work to do.” 

The man held out his hand to shake with Nicholas. “The name's Drusus and this is my son Otho.”

“My name is Nicholas.” He shook the man's hand.

“Very well, Nicholas, we will get you to the Holy Land. When this ship is finished, she will cut through the sea's water like a sharpened blade.”
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“I picked them out of the field just for you,” the boy said. 

“They are beautiful!” his mother exclaimed.

Although the poppies were dead and withered, the mother was ecstatic of her son's thoughtfulness. She grabbed a small vase and sat them on a wall-mounted shelf. Daylight peeked in, shining sunlight on the son's gift. “Let's give them water, shall we?” 

The scene transitioned and the boy was now chasing a wild hare in the snow. He lassoed a stiff rope above his head with a snap and slung it at the hare, where it landed and tightened in a loop around its torso. Like a suffocating fish separated from water, the hare began flopping as the boy wrangled it toward him.

“I will not harm you, friend.” The boy picked the wild animal up in his arms, pulling greens from his leather pouch in an attempt to soothe it.

“These are fresh; you will fancy them.” The hare began to calm and accepted the greens as its nervous pants and rapid heartbeats eased.

The setting shifted, the boy now kneeling and weeping. Below him were his parents and the hare, all three slain on the floor. With cheeks sodden and blushed from his tears, he looked up at the man with the deep emerald-green eyes.

He spoke to the man, sobbing. “They killed them... my... my... parents... and... my... friend... they all had pur... purple glowing... eyes.” 

The boy grabbed his left arm, covering a gouged wound on his bicep. The man's emerald eyes softened, and he reached out his hand. “Come with me. I will be your friend.” The boy stood up and grabbed the man's hand. A golden aura flashed, and they both vanished. At the dreaded scene of evil and death, the vase and the three poppies- no longer dead and withered- sat on the wooden shelf nearby. Two of the poppies were now yellow, the third a bright red. 
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Sweat dripped from Nicholas' forehead as he was drawn from his dream by a loud holler from outside.

“Nicholas? Nicholas! It's Drusus. I bring splendid news! Please come out!”

Still half asleep, Nicholas made his way outside. “Hello Drusus, did not expect to see you this morning. What brings you to visit?” Nicholas could see the excitement in Drusus' face. 

“The voyager is complete! We are now sailors!”

Nicholas shook his hand enthusiastically. “That is great to hear, Drusus!”

The vessel had been cradled in the harbor's shipyard for 27 months. With the help of Nicholas, an adequate shipyard was built and accommodated to build the craft. From sunrise to sunset, Drusus and his apprentice son worked to exhaustion. At the end of their construction tunnel was a light displaying better days and great adventures. Knowing that helped them maintain focus and ambition each day. Within those 27 months Nicholas had developed a strong relationship with Drusus and his family.

“My family and I wish to celebrate tonight. We would be honored to have you join us, Nicholas. You must see the results of your generous investment!”

“I shall be there- no question about it,” Nicholas replied, delighted.

Nicholas had developed a regular routine of visiting the neighborhood in Patara. Building a proximity with his fellow men, women, and children made him feel genuine and accomplished. What he had learned from Nonna and Theopanes was becoming a daily trade to him. He walked the streets feeling quite well, knowing the new voyager was complete. Drusus and his family would begin a more fruitful life doing what they had always wanted. 

Walking down Patara's stoned streets, Nicholas acknowledged two small boys- one leading a goat- and their mother walking behind them. It was the same poor group he helped before, but they appeared better clothed and healthier in appearance. The two boys looked up at Nicholas, giving him the same cautious glance they gave him when he first assisted them. Slightly bent, Nicholas put his hands on his knees and spoke kindly to the child with the goat.

“You're raising a fine animal there,” Nicholas encouraged.

The child was rather shy and did not reply but instead smiled. He then pulled the lead of the goat. “This way, Niblet.”

The mother gently touched Nicholas' forearm. “Many people have been calling you the gift-bringer of Patara.”

Nicholas was not sure what she meant but responded. “I'm happy to see improvements in your well-being.”

Knowing that this mother and her two sons were happier and healthier gave Nicholas a sense of accomplishment, but the adventures of his life had to continue. There was a completed ship to be seen and a celebration afoot with Drusus' family. Nicholas entered the harbor and traveled to where he assumed the newly built craft would be, but as he encountered the building yard, the vessel was no longer cradled, and the area was empty. Nearby, Otho was removing leftover debris and random planks scattered throughout the construction area.

“Has the ship been relocated?” Nicholas asked Otho.

“Yes, my father has relocated it to the eastern wharf; he wishes for you to meet him there.”

Nicholas made his way to the eastern wharf and identified Drusus, who was waving at him from further down the coast front. Along the bank, many ships rested; the majority of them were fishing boats that had returned with their catches of the day. 

“Meet our new voyager!” Drusus spoke excitedly, pointing at the completed freighter as Nicholas merged closer. Affixed to the main mast was a large square sail which fluttered and waved in the sea's breeze. As Nicholas laid eyes on the completed project, an eerie feeling struck him. Standing in awe, he began questioning his sanity once more. Was the vision from the lighthouse revisiting him? He expected a whispered voice to enter his ear, but nothing occurred. Perhaps the crafted toy of the young girl lost its way down the Eşen stream, this time entering a land of giants. Perhaps those giants created a larger version of her small boat. It appeared extremely identical... perfectly exact, actually... which made it difficult for Nicholas to fathom.

“Please come!” Drusus invited. “We must celebrate! My wife has prepared meal and drink for us at our estate.”
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Following the celebration at Drusus' home, he and his family sat on the shoreline near the eastern wharf. A full moon in the night sky reflected light on the calm sea and the voyager that would soon be changing their lives.

Nicholas joined them but did not say much. He was preoccupied, trying to understand the meaning behind his past visions and the voice of whisper. Was the interaction with the little girl and her parents realistic or a mere spiritual event?

Drusus was concerned by Nicholas' long silence. “I hope you are satisfied with our finished work?” he asked. 

Nicholas shook himself out of his deep thoughts. “You and Otho have built a fine voyager. What destination will you travel to first?”

“I believe our first delivery will be the island of Cyprus. Demand is high there, and we have the goods to supply them. We will not need many crews, just a few to oar. For the rest, we will rely upon the sail and the sea's given winds. The voyager will be put to the test, along with my navigating and weather forecasting skills.”

“You are a skilled shipwright, Drusus; I'm sure your seamanship will be equally matched,” Nicholas encouraged.

For a few moments the conversation stood still. Drusus put his arm around his wife and directed sincere conversation back to Nicholas.

“Nicholas... my family and I are most grateful for all you have done for us. Upon completing our delivery in Cyprus, we can sail southeast from there. We wish to fulfill your request of transport to the Holy Land.”

Nicholas stewed on the thought as he looked out at the voyager and the moonlit sea. He was still young, and his path going forward remained uncertain and distorted. He leaned on his intention of visiting the Holy Land. He wanted to define his role and purpose in life. He had developed greatly in community involvement, but he felt his role had to be more significant beyond that. 

“Yes, of course, I shall travel with you,” Nicholas agreed.

“I'm glad you accept. We will begin preparations,” Drusus replied. “We have only one thing left to accomplish... you are the investor of our family's dream, Nicholas, and she needs a strong name.”

Nicholas felt honored to be able to name such a robust watercraft. He pondered on a name and then thought of his mother. She had taught him to swim, and she herself was a warrior swimmer with a perfected rhythm that could not be outperformed. The voyager would soon be the new swimmer of the high seas and he could not think of a better name for her.

“Perhaps Nonna would suit it well?” Nicholas suggested.

Drusus accepted. “Then Nonna it will be! We shall proclaim her our Virago of the Sea!”
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Drusus' crew consisted of three men and one woman, all with notable experience. One crew member owned his own fishing boat and took on extra voyages as further supplement to support his family; the other two were seeking adventure and a more rewarding life. The hired help began loading cargo onto the freighter, and weight accumulated with supplies of wool, silk, fruits, vegetables, oils, and several amphorae of wine, all ready to be imported to the island of Cyprus. 

The investment Nicholas provided to Drusus allowed him to thoroughly engineer the craft using the sternness and strongest of materials. Nonna was constructed of a deep keel which would help her to sail more accurately and briskly. Her body structure was built strong to take the heaviest of cargo loads, which reduced drag and impact on forward mobility. The square sail was made of dense cloth attached with wooden brail rings. Her many planks were carefully adjoined with finely conformed mortise and tendons. 

“You're certain you do not want to travel?” Drusus asked his wife, Leda.

“You and our son have worked long and hard and you should bask together in your accomplishment. There will be more opportunities.” Leda smiled. “Besides, who wants a nagging wife on their ship?” 

“You would be my best crew member,” Drusus replied wittily. He kissed and hugged her goodbye, giving her one last additional peck on the forehead followed by the gratifying words, “Incipit novam vitam notram hodie.” 

“Your Latin tongue always pleases me,” said his wife coyly.

Leda turned to her son Otho and hugged him. “You are growing up too fast- please take care of your father.”

Drusus turned to Nicholas, who was waiting behind him, and clapped him on his shoulder. “Nicholas, our crew awaits! They will meet us aboard our ship. Nonna is eager to be unleashed to the sea.”

Nicholas could relate. “I believe I'm quite eager myself.”

Drusus grinned. “There is something I wish to show you.”

Drusus, Otho, and Nicholas reached the wharf where Nonna was moored, and Drusus pointed to the front of the ship. At the bow was a carved wooden figurehead of a beautiful woman dressed in a long Greek peplos tunic, with the wings of an angel on her shoulders. Flowing extensions of her wings were carved into the planks on each side of the boat. 

“Otho and I carved her in appreciation for all that you have done for us. May she protect us and help evade any hazards we may encounter out there.”

Drusus had developed a talent for crafting figureheads while building ships for the Romans. It is said that the architecture was first established years ago by the Phoenicians. Many Romans and Greeks that sailed the Mediterranean commonly engraved eyes or wings on their vessels. They felt that doing so appeased the gods and thus brought good fortune on their travels.

Nicholas examined the figurehead, stunned by each etch and detail that it displayed. He held back tears as he read “Nóvva” scrawled on the angel, then nodded at Drusus and Otho sincerely. “She is both amazing and beautiful- thank you both!”

Drusus introduced the others as they boarded the ship. “Nicholas, meet our crew. They will provide oaring as needed, control the sail and angle, and help deliver our goods.”

“It's a pleasure,” Nicholas greeted them.

Drusus changed position to the head of the craft and began lining out the crew. “Today we travel to Cyprus, putting Nonna to her very first undertaking. Out there is the potential for better lives for our families. But we must work together and maintain strong sea ethics. The sea does not take kind to the weary or weak; it must be respected and appreciated!”

As they left the port, Nicholas looked at the clear blue water below, smiling in amusement at the sight of the sea turtles swimming up to make acquaintance with Nonna. Standing on the shore was his uncle in his tall miter, raising his crosier. Surprised, Nicholas waved back. “Farewell, Uncle!” he shouted. Favorable winds howled at the large square sail rigged to Nonna's mast. Her planks stood strong and durable as she began moving at great speed, cutting through the sea’s water like a sharpened blade. The crew was making good time toward Cyprus.

Drusus hollered in excitement. “Steady ho! The sea is kind today; oars we will not need!”
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The delivery of goods to Cyprus was successful, and the crew spent the next few days on the eastern port town of Salamis. Throughout Salamis was a spectrum of shops, and many of the crew purchased items, including pottery, art, clothing, and jewelry from their earnings. Drusus bought a jeweled arm band to take back to his wife Leda. Otho visited many of the architectural excavations, including a gymnasium and a theatre in which he watched performances take place.

Nicholas, however, took the time to speak with the locals. Following his ambition of going to the Holy Land, he sought for fellow travelers that had been there. He gathered strands of information and history that helped him develop a plan to rely on during his visit.

Drusus and his crew spent their last evening drinking and cleansing themselves in the bathing complex. As they soaked in the hexagonal plunge pool, they sipped the fine wine that was left over from their supplies and shared their ambitions and plans for going forth. What was their next adventure? What major ports would Nonna soon travel to? They pondered and debated amongst themselves. A drunken Drusus slurred loudly.

“Weee shall not tra... travel... hic... elsssewheeere until we help my dearest... inveee... investor Nicholas get to his desi... nationaninin! Heeere is... hic... to Nicholas!” Drusus raised his goblet of wine.

“To Nicholas!” the rest of the crew bellowed.

Nicholas and Otho did not join the crew in the baths but instead sat on Salamis' beach watching the stars. Otho spoke of how he wanted to travel the world and see the amazing architecture and buildings that were built over the ages by the Greeks and Romans. 

“You will accomplish those feats someday.” Nicholas spoke encouragingly. The young boy's dream wasn't too far-fetched, Nicholas thought, since he had a father with means of sea travel. Perhaps Otho would be a traveler himself once he became a man.

“I hope so. Is that your dream, to visit the Holy Land?” Otho asked curiously.

“I am not certain if it is a dream, but something captivates me to visit,” Nicholas explained.

Deep inside, Nicholas was nervous, still questioning his intentions. Drusus and the others knew why they were in Cyprus and why they would travel the sea from port to port. They wanted adventure, but they also wanted the best for their families. They now had the correct tools required to achieve that happiness and success. Nicholas did not feel the same- he had uncertainties as to why he was in Cyprus and why he was soon to be in a sacred land. Nonetheless, he was still determined to follow through. 





[image: image-placeholder]

Otho and Nicholas tittered as they watched their fellow shipmates struggle to get on board, hung-over yet freshly clean from the baths.

Nicholas spoke aside to Otho. “A fine wine in the evening can have a wretched effect in the morning.” 

“Perhaps the baths at least removed their bodily stench?” Otho replied.

“Perhaps,” Nicholas laughed.

Drusus had forecasted that the weather would be efficient for them the next few days, which would get Nicholas to his requested destination. Still slightly tipsy, he positioned himself to the front of the ship, once again lining out his crew for the next venture.

“Crew! Today we fulfill a promise to a man who, with his charitable nature and faith, has given us the gift that we now stand on. The sea and weather have thus far been lenient! Now that our goods are delivered, Nonna has less weight. She will be able to spread her angelic wings and fly! Make ready for the Holy Land!”
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The group made excellent progress on the first day of their southeast voyage. The crew members had taken shifts, two during the day and the other two at night. Otho and Drusus would periodically pitch in during the day to adjust sail angle or help to oar. Although Nicholas wasn't required to help, he aided as much as he could and was beginning to learn the many aspects of being a sailor. Unless she was ported, Nonna herself never slept or rested, but instead kept moving forward, like a true virago. 

On the morning of the second day, they made similar progress. The morning's weather and winds had favored them in kindness. But the transition from morning to mid-day had resulted in different conditions, a weather that Drusus and his crew had never suspected. 

Drusus expressed concern as their surroundings became blanketed in gray clouds. Weather was sometimes unpredictable, which Drusus understood, but these climate changes seemed immediate, as if they appeared from out of nowhere. 

The wind that was assisting Nonna became calm and silent, the sea eerily still. The gray clouds began to thicken and darken to black, and sheets of light flashed from above, followed by a loud rumble of thunder. The ambient temperature, which had been pleasantly warm, became bitterly cold. Nicholas was struck by a sense of dread as he experienced the same chilled sensation he had felt when he was on the lighthouse in Patara. 

Drusus gave Nicholas a defeated look. “Apologies; it appears my forecast is of failure.”

Nicholas stared out at the sea. Another bolt of lightning flashed and stabbed the water's surface, which began stirring and waving. Several small ice caps formed as a chilly wind picked up.

“Drusus... do not be dismayed about your weather predictions. This weather feels... unnatural, as if it could not have been predicted.”

It did not take long for Drusus to believe Nicholas, as more frozen caps built and grew to a traveling wave of ice maneuvering toward them.

“I am now convinced! No human could have foreseen this! Crew, prepare yourselves- we are going overboard!”

The sea became unsettled and angry, the swells growing larger in size. A demonic growl followed by a horrid roar came from below as the traveling wave of ice reached underneath the ship and tipped Nonna on her side with a shattering explosion. All crew members including Nicholas were thrown into the water. As Nicholas fell, his head met the rail side of the vessel, and the laceration began to shed blood. He was dazed from his injury and the shock of being thrown overboard, but his mother's voice spoke inside him. “When swimming and in life, you must remain calm; you must pull the sea.”

All his learned skills of swimming went into effect as he began pulling each swell, trying to get back to the ship. The remaining crew relied on Nonna to keep them afloat and above water. Nicholas was making steady progress toward the safe zone, but the sea was becoming further aggravated. His strong arms ignored the cold, but his bloodied head and the rest of his body became weak.

The crew, shivering and bitten from the cold water, shouted out to Nicholas. “Almost there, Nicholas! Stay strong!” 

A demonic voice roared and spoke horridly. “DO... NOT... CONTEST!” A huge swell broke over Nicholas and he gasped for air; his arms were still willing to proceed but his internal organs were starting to give up. 

“He needs help!” Otho shouted, attempting to make his way to Nicholas.

Drusus quickly grabbed Otho. “Halt, son! The sea is evil and will devour us. Stay to Nonna!”

As Nicholas sank beneath the water, a large ice cap formed on the surface above him. “Filius canis!” Drusus hollered in extreme frustration as he watched Nicholas go under.

The blue of the sea was turning black as Nicholas sank deeper and deeper, his supply of oxygen depleted. His cold body was beginning to shut down. Memories flashed in his mind of watching hatched sea turtles, picnicking on the beach with his mother, fishing with his father, playing in the lighthouse as a child, and watching the young smiling boy leading the goat. 

As his eyes closed unconsciously, a voice spoke loudly and clearly. “Mortimer, it is now time! Golden aquanaut, I summon thee! Rescue the Restorer!” A series of clicks, squeaks, and whistles sounded as a bottle-nosed dolphin approached and plunged out of the sea, breaking through and shattering the ice cap above Nicholas. 

The crew, still latched to Nonna, watched in amazement as the golden-finned creature took to flight, then dove back into the water, heading swiftly toward Nicholas. As his fluke swayed up and down, a stream of golden entrails floated behind him, illuminating the darkness of the deep. 

Mortimer grabbed hold of the nearly drowned Nicholas but did not return him to Nonna and the crew. Blazing in his bright essence, the golden aquanaut began the long journey of rescue and protection. His bottle-nosed and finned aquatic figure transformed into a whale-like creature with a large glowing tusk on his head. Mortimer, now a narwhal, had taken Nicholas to an alternative safe zone, a far-away place- Degomble.
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