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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction, strictly a product of the author's imagination. Any perceived resemblance or similarity to any actual events or persons, living or dead, and any perceived slights or people, places, or organizations are products of the reader’s imagination. Probably.
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Although this is a collection of short stories, and although I have included a table of contents so you can navigate to each particular story, I recommend you read them in sequence. Each story stands on its own, but each story also is connected to the others, and in rough chronological sequence. The time sequences in some stories will overlap others, as will the characters, slipping almost effortlessly from one story to another. I've already seen that they will do so even later in stories that seem not so much a part of the true sequence. That is the way of things when the characters live in the magical world that exists all around the edges of our mundane, routine daily existence. That is the way of things when we live and breathe at the precise point where reality folds into imagination. Enjoy.
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Eufemia and José
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José Dominguez de Silva was orphaned when his mother took her own life a few weeks after his birth and two days after his father, a fisherman, was swept overboard and drowned during a sudden storm.

According to the stories he’d heard over the years from the nuns, he had no known relatives, although they seemed always to stress the word “known.” They looked away and crossed themselves whenever they said so too. It was as if they were telling a half-truth or, perhaps, as if they’d wanted to adjust the original comment to something like “no known relatives who wanted you” or “no known relatives who thought you worthy” or “no known relatives who were human.”

Whatever they case, he’d been delivered to the orphanage as an infant, and he’d remained there until he struck out on his own at the age of twelve.

On the morning of his departure, he’d packed his few belongings into a homemade back pack the nuns had made for him and walked the long main hallway toward the front entrance. The nuns had gathered there on either side of the hallway and took turns hugging him.

The next to the last one, Sister Bartolome, hugged him a bit longer than the others had, then held him at arm’s length and looked at him for a moment. “Now José, will you seek your bro—”

The chief nun at the orphanage pulled him away from Sister Bartolome and stepped between them. “Sister! Young señorito Dominguez will seek to make his way in the world. He will seek a job and he will seek a place to live and he will become a productive member of society. There is nothing else for him to seek. He will know he has a home here whenever he wants it.”

Then she stooped in front of José, put her hands on his shoulders and turned him to face the door. In her stern monotone, she said, “You go now, José. And let us know from time to time how you are. We will miss you.”

*
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The exchange was a bit baffling for José. He had never harbored a compunction to search for relatives, known or unknown, willing or resistant, despite the dreams he’d had for the past couple of years.

Once a month or so, a soft, kind voice like that of Sister Bartolome had come to him from the darkness, explaining that his father had been a brave fisherman lost at sea; that his mother, bereft in her grief, had taken her own life shortly after his birth; and that he was the very special thirteenth child of a thirteenth child, his father, of a thirteenth child, his grandfather and so on back 12 generations.

Even without the odd dreams—or perhaps because of them, he couldn’t be sure which—he’d always assumed there were others of his family, even brothers and sisters, for he had never felt completely alone in his soul, as he assumed one who truly had nobody would feel. But his soul shrugged with indifference, for he also assumed if his relatives had wanted to see him, they must have known where he was and the trip would have been easier on them than on him.

Still, the fact that none of them had looked him up was of no consequence. He shrugged into his pack and said quietly, “It simply is what it is.” And with that he began his journey up the coast.

*
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Within a few weeks, José landed a job as a fisherman like his father before him with a small fleet up the coast in Bahia Rio. Unlike most working men at the time, he had been taught to read and write, and unlike many people of the time we’re living in now, he had been taught and even encouraged to use his mind.

He made the most of his talents. His occupation gave him a lot of time to think, and he was always coming up with ways to make more money.

He talked little, listened a lot, and read whenever he had the chance. He read legends, almanacs, histories, maps and charts. He listened closely to everything from rumors to good-natured blather to gossip to the unofficial reports of other fishermen as they bragged or complained to their companions in the cantina.

He listened as others discussed events or news from farther up or down the coast or even from distant ports. His knack for discerning which claims were empty bragging and which were more likely to be true was uncanny.

Given all that free information, José would toss into the mixture the myriad physical facts as they existed at the time, such as the weather, temperature, wind direction and speed, and the phase of the moon. Then he would construct a prediction primarily of intelligent, informed conjecture.

Sometimes, aboard ship or at the docks or in a local cantina, as he and his shipmates discussed a topic that worked to his advantage, he would put his hand to his forehead as if receiving a message from the universe. He would develop a prediction on the spot concerning what his shipmates and others might expect in the near future.

If he were around only his shipmates, he would deliver the message quietly, in a mysterious near monotone. If others were around, as might be the case in a cantina or on the docks at certain times of the day, he would speak more loudly but still in the monotone, and perhaps waver a bit in his chair or on his feet as if the vision had almost overpowered him.

Whether performed only in front of his shipmates or among others, his act seemed always to generate great interest. And when he came out from under the hold of the “vision,” which of course was always just enough beyond belief to make people hungry to believe it, at least one listener would look askance at him.

José would meet that person’s gaze and say, “You don’t believe, of course, for no sensible man would... but as God is my witness, I stand by my prediction. In fact, I am willing to place a wager on it.”

Greed did the rest.

Some called his predictions prophecy, and others, most notably those with less-favorable dispositions, called them trickery. Many were surprised at how often the predictions came true.

The early predictions had to do with how much he and his fellows might enjoy success fishing for certain species at certain places and at certain times of the year. The species and places and times, of course, were always against the norm. For these predictions he wagered only a little with each man, but he seldom lost. Of course, he had no qualms about slipping out a day or two early in his own small boat to seed the waters that were the subject of his most recent prediction.

Later, on his major predictions, the foretelling of which seemed impossible even to the previously initiated, he wagered much larger amounts.

One time, his thumb and forefinger on his forehead, his legs wavering slightly on the deck of their small fishing boat, he predicted a great gathering. “When this very vessel carries us around a point of land into a particular cove, there we will witness a vast meeting.”

He squeezed his temples, as if massaging the message. “There will be dozens... no, thousands of birds! Royalty from both land and sea. There will be albatrosses and the jester seagulls. They will meet with turkey buzzards and ravens and grackles... and together, just as if they were called to a meeting.... No, wait... no, they have been called for a meeting... with the master of the cove... they will all meet with the ghost of the ancient king of men, the Mayan king called Pacial.”

To his credit, José didn’t even peek to see whether his dramatic rendition or the mispronunciation of King Pacal’s name was having an effect.

After a long moment, he sighed and sagged. As two men caught him to keep him from falling to the deck, José leaned against the cabin. He looked at the men as if he’d just regained his normal vision. “Thank you, my friends. This will be a gathering unlike any seen before.”

He spread his arms dramatically and arched his eyebrows. “Of course, I am only a poor fisherman. What could I possibly know? Still, I believe in my vision enough to offer it for wager.”

He turned in a circle, making eye contact with each man. “My friends, my salary is second only to the capitan’s, yet I will wager a month of my salary against a month of yours, eh? What do you say?”

Toward the stern, Carlos and Pedro were discussing the wager. Pedro grinned. “It’s a month’s wages, Carlos! And José makes a much larger paycheck than we do. What do you think, my friend? Let’s go halves and let him think the wager is coming from one man.”

Carlos was already shaking his head. “No no, mi amigo. My Maria doesn’t like it when I wager. She’s become more fond of eating since she’s taken pregnant again.”

Pedro’s eyes grew wide. “But this is a sure thing, my friend! I’m telling you, Carlos, there is no possible way José could know such a thing. Look there at the point.” He pointed past the bow of the boat. “It’s still over a mile away. We’ve been on this boat together for the past four days, and before that he was in town with us the whole time. And have you seen any birds moving in that direction? I’m telling you, my friend, this one he cannot possibly win!”

“No, not for me. Wager with him if you want to, Pedro. It’s your money. But the man never seems to lose, especially on the larger wagers.” He looked at José with something akin to reverence. “I think he is blessed... a prophet.”

Pedro clasped his hands at his chin and leaned forward, his voice quiet. “But he even mispronounced the name of King Pacal. Never has there been a king named Pacial in this land.”

“Then go ahead, amigo! ¡Está bién! Go for it! As for me, I’m going to double my money by folding it once and putting it back in my pocket. Besides, if I wagered and lost, Maria would take the rolling pin of her venerated mother—” He quickly crossed himself. “May she rest in peace—to the side of my poor bony head.”

Most of the men were old hands and knew José’s uncanny ability as a prophet, but they also knew he had not sailed this stretch of ocean for months. What they did not know was that José had gotten word of a macabre event, a massacre of animals and fish that had left dead flesh strewn across the two kilometers of beach at the head of the bay. Of the seven-man crew, four, including the captain, took up the wager.

Sure enough, when they rounded the point, the beach was covered with more buzzards and albatrosses and seagulls and crows and ravens and grackles than even José had expected, from the edge of the sea well up into the jungle. He made a considerable amount of money, but to show he was truly their friend and not without mercy, he returned three days’ pay to each man.

*
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Back in port a few nights later, only a few days before his twenty-second birthday, two men crept into his room just after midnight.

The first missed his mark, viciously stabbing the pillow José had pulled up next to himself for warmth, and the second missed as well, but only narrowly, opening a three-inch gash along the bottom of José’s right jaw as he sprang from the bed.

José hacked halfway through that man’s neck with his machete, then raced to the open window through which the other intruder had fled before his partner’s body had even hit the floor. José pinched his wound closed as best he could with a thumb and forefinger and watched the man disappear around the corner down the street. A cold cruelty took up residence in José’s dark eyes and remained from that day forward.

Back in his room, José picked up the dead man—Pedro Arrancado, he noted with disgust—and rolled him into the bed, then pulled the covers up to his chin. He wiped his machete clean on the dark thin cotton bedspread, then slipped it into its sheath and fastened it to his belt with a leather thong.

He had saved his earnings from his prophecies and his salary for almost ten years. He rolled up those earnings and his few belongings in his old canvas slicker, slipped out of the room through the same broken window and headed south along the coast.

As long as it was dark, he moved along the beach. When daylight came, he felt compelled to move into the jungle. The first morning he took a small round mirror from his pocket and, using some hilo de agave and a sailmaker’s needle, he stitched up the gaping wound on the side of his face. He slept much of that day and night and the next day, and the following night he continued south along the beach.

On the morning of the third day he moved into the jungle as was his habit. After a few hours he encountered a stream and felt an urge to follow it up the mountain. At its source, he discovered a natural pool and a very old, very small stone house. It was high above the sea in the jungle. Nobody could see him or the stone house from below, but from a position on top of the stone house he could see the whole world.
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