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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure when I originally came up with the idea for The Secret of the Sunken Temple. I only know that it started with a single scene: the ruins of a Greek temple inside a cave, with two figures observing it from a lake.

      I built the story out from there.

      I leave it to you to decide if the result is any good.

      After completing The Secret of the Sunken Temple, I was presented with an opportunity to write a sequel, of sorts. A call for submissions from Sexy Little Pages seeking M/M+ paranormal romances got my creative wheels turning. I decided to jump forward a few decades and write a story about Swan and Lark’s spiritual and magical successors having an adventure of their own. (Sadly, the publisher folded and the anthology in which the story originally appeared is now out of print.)

      Again, I leave it to you to decide if The Secret of the Golden Cup is any good.

      But I hope you enjoy both, as I had a heck of good time writing these stories.
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        Khers Theoú

        The Great Sea

        A.D. 393

      

      

      They were coming.

      Gorgo watched from the steps of the temple: across the stained marble altar, across the headland, over the cliff, to the waters in the east. The fleet was small — only a dozen vessels — but it was filled with priests and soldiers eager to loot and burn. They flew under the banner of the Emperor, bore his seal; the sad, petty little man, hidden away in his palace in Byzantium.

      The Rome of the East, they were calling it.

      A new Rome for a new faith.

      Gorgo snorted, watching as the first of the ships disappeared from her sight beneath the headland and pulled into the bay far below.

      They would need to gather their weapons, disembark, climb the long path up the face of the cliff, winding back and forth.

      She still had time. Not much. But enough, if the God was listening.

      The wind gusted, catching the long thread of crow feathers woven into her hair. Turning, she pulled her palla up around her shoulders and retreated into the heart of the temple, weaving in and among the pillars until she reached the wide open space of the interior. The marble was cool beneath her bare feet, and the soft patter of her steps echoed from the walls.

      She was alone.

      Gorgo looked up at the towering statue of the God.

      No. Not alone. Never alone.

      She drew a long, deep breath.

      Faintly, she could hear shouting from the bay far below, and curses, and the rattle of swords against shields.

      Her steps slowed and she came to a stop in front of the idol. It soared above her, the height of ten men. Loosely-curled hair, painted a deep black. Crystal eyes that caught the sunlight. A golden cloth, carefully sewn and dedicated by the old priestesses, draped over one shoulder, angling across his chest to be gathered in a skillful knot at His hip. He held a lyre in one hand, the strings of real animal gut so that they caught the wind and seemed to sing, so gently. In his other hand, held aloft for all to see, a statue of His beloved.

      Hyakinthus.

      Gorgo drew another long, deep breath.

      The shouts and curses were getting louder.

      She cast a speculative glance at the treasures piled around the feet of the God. Bags of gold and silver coins. Cups and platters and amphorae. Chests of necklaces and bracelets and earrings, all finely wrought and studded with red and blue and green gems. Loaded into a wagon and moved out of Sparta in the dead of night, only hours before the Emperor’s priests and soldiers raided that temple.

      Then on to the next temple, and the next, and the next, until she reached the edge of the world, and had nowhere else to run.

      Perhaps if she tossed all of this down the cliff, just offered it all to them ….

      But no. The soldiers might be distracted by the shinies, but the priests would not be. They did not seek the coins and jewelry.

      Even louder now.

      Gorgo knelt, pulling a single, plain chest across the floor. There was nothing remarkable about it, which was precisely the point.

      Flicking the latch, she pushed up the lid, her breath catching as it always did when she laid her eyes upon the Treasure.

      Gently, she wrapped her hands beneath and around the crystalline sphere. It fit snuggly in her palms. Gently, she lifted it from the chest, surprised again at its warmth.

      Inside, a bit of earth, a tangle of bone-white roots, and a single, perfect, undying flower.

      His beloved. Lost, but restored, reborn, resurrected into a new form. The first flower to bear his name, white petals perfect and elegant, streaked and dotted with the golden tears of the God.

      Gorgo rose to her feet. Balancing the crystal globe in one hand, she lifted the other and tore the thread of crow feathers loose from her scalp. She grit her teeth against the sudden sting of pain, feeling blood well across her skin.

      That would not be the only blood shed today.

      She wound the feathers round and round the sphere, loose, not too tight. The globe seemed to warm even more against her palm.

      She held it up high, rising on her toes. Then she spoke the invocation, calling to the God to hear her, to listen, to heed her words and act.

      “Apollo! Heavenly Crow! Chthonic Rat! Musician of the Spheres! Immortal Light of Day and Mind! Atheists threaten your sacred precinct. Bandits who will rob and destroy, desecrate your icon, burn your beloved! I call upon you, Apollo, Lover of Hyakinthus! Protect your temple and your beloved. Save them from these wretches who would wipe your name from the holy earth, and the minds and lips of men. Save them! Save them! Save them!”

      The strings of the lyre shivered.

      Outside, beyond the altar, she could hear the mad scramble of booted feet up the cliff, the priests exhorting the soldiers to climb faster, faster, faster ….

      The ground twitched.

      Gorgo spoke the Words, bending the wind and the memory of the feathers to her will. She lifted the sphere higher, up, up, rising higher on her toes, up, up. The wind wrapped around her, tugged at her dress and palla and hair. It slid up her arm, serpentine, and wrapped around the feathers and the crystal globe.

      The feathers remembered. They fluttered and twisted. Jumped, pulled, and lifted, riding the wind. Up. Up. Up. The globe lifted free of her hand, the feathers rustling. It spun slowly as it rose, round and round, up, up, up.

      Screaming outside.

      The ground twitched again, then shuddered. The sunlight trembled. Stone creaked. Rock shredded and shrieked.

      The sphere settled in Hyakinthus’ outstretched hands.

      The lyre sang, and the earth cracked open wide.
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        Island of Giorgos

        Mediterranean Sea

        June 1939

      

      

      It was a perfect day for diving.

      Swan kicked his legs, gliding through the water. Sunlight slanted down, illuminating red mullets and grey mullets, eels and amberjacks, pipefish and scorpionfish. An angelshark slipped around him, making for shelter, followed by a school of bright boops boops. A white-spotted octopus skirted along the bottom of the bay, stopping occasionally to examine a sponge or starfish. Spiky and squishy and a hundred different colors, the sponges covered the floor of the ocean like a forest. Amphorae lay scattered about, too, some whole, some cracked. Too many pieces of pottery to count. Lots of bones, most indistinguishable from the pottery. The wooden ribs of ships, and a few masts, accounting for every era from the Homeric to the late Renaissance.

      He kicked again, going deeper. The shadow of a boat momentarily blocked the light, then passed. He skimmed one hand along the back of another angelshark. It ignored him, continuing to circle through the bay.

      Bubbles slipped up past his head. The mask was beginning to bite into his face and the single glass plate kept fogging. And the tank was heavy and awkward, strapped tight to his chest. The hose was barely long enough to reach the mask, and he had to constantly remember not to turn his head too far or too fast.

      And the tank only lasted twenty minutes.

      But it was enough. It had to be enough. He only had the summer. Funding from the Academy, time off from summer classes, one boat, one assistant, and a tiny room in a tiny hotel on a tiny island. But it had to be enough. The temple was here. He knew it was. He just needed to find the evidence; something more than a few broken pieces of pottery, something to wow the Regents at Laurel Academy and get him more funding so that he could come back.

      Someday.

      After the war that everyone knew was coming.

      He kicked hard, flippers catching the water, then pulled himself to a stop on an outcropping of rock. Waving away the accumulated grit and sand, he spotted a piece of pottery. Painted pottery. Tugging a soft brush from his tool belt, he cleared away the heavier detritus and lifted the pottery in his hands. Angling it to see the painting more clearly, he felt his heartbeat pick up.

      Only a partial image, but it very obviously showed the sideview of a temple. The interior was visible, revealing a statue of Apollo with a lyre in one hand; his other arm was extended and seemed to be holding up another, smaller statue; something like the well-known depictions of Athena holding Nike aloft. That might have been a group of priests or priestesses or maybe just pilgrims in front of the statue.

      Swan grinned, then promptly gasped as his supply of oxygen stuttered. He nearly dropped the shard.

      Damn it. Paul was supposed to be timing him, and signal when he had to return.

      Pushing off from the outcropping, he kicked hard once, twice, then let momentum carry him the rest of the way. Up and up, the sunlight growing brighter and brighter. He closed his eyes, kicked again, and felt his head break the surface. A cool breeze touched his cheeks.

      “You didn’t find another skull, did you?”

      Swan lifted the straps from around his head, allowing the mask to dangle and float at his side, still attached to the tank on his chest. He cracked his eyes open, blinked, and then grinned again.

      Paul glared down at him from the deck of the boat.

      Swan hoisted the pottery shard aloft, reached for the ladder, and held on as the small ship bobbed in the water. “It’s called archaeology, Paul. Bones are a big part of the job.”

      “Normal bones, sure. That last skull looked like it had been smashed and set on fire. Who wants to die like that?”

      “No one.” Swan passed the broken piece to Paul, carefully handing it through the break in the railing. He pulled off the flippers and tossed them up onto the deck and, once Paul had moved away, Swan hauled himself up the ladder. He quickly disentangled the hose, tugging it free of the tank. “You lost track of the time again.”

      “Oh. Right. Sorry.” Paul turned away. Entering the tiny cabin at the front of the boat, he used his foot to lift the lid of a small wooden chest. He added the piece of pottery to the stash already inside, laying it carefully on the bed of hay and other grasses.

      Support from the Academy had not included a few critical supplies. Fortunately, the old sheepherder up the road had been willing to sell them a big basket of hay for only a few drachmai. The older man had even thrown in some dried mutton, apparently under the impression that Americans did not know how to eat properly.

      Shaking his head at the memory, Swan stowed the empty tank in the rack and reached for a new one.

      “Sorry, Professor, but you can’t go back down,” Paul said.

      “What?”

      Paul pointed towards the shore. “That’s why I got distracted.”

      A hundred meters away, the water surrendered to a rocky shore. The cliff rose up almost immediately, shading from cream to near blinding white, a narrow path zig-zagging across its surface. Little Nikos stood at the base of the cliff, donkey at his side. When he saw Swan look up, he started waving his arms and shouting.

      Paul shrugged and closed the lid. “Think he’s yelling something about a book.”

      “Telegram, Paul. We got a telegram.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The ride back to shore was quick. Swan tucked away his tool belt and his knife. Leaning against the winch and heavy spool of rope, he let the wind dry him off, finally pulling on a short-sleeved button-up shirt and sandals just as Paul steered the craft up to the shore. He winced as the bottom scraped.

      Nikos was hopping up and down, smiling and chattering. The donkey just ignored them.

      “Chaírete, Nikos.” Swan grabbed his bag of notebooks and pencils and jumped down, waving and smiling in return. He tied off the boat, looping the rope around a large rock, then paused long enough to help Paul lift down the box of artifacts.

      “You find good things?” Nikos asked, voice filled with excitement.

      “Many good things.” Swan ruffled the kid’s hair, then fished around until he found a single drachma in the side pocket of the bag.

      “Efcharistó!” Nikos tossed the coin in the air, handed over the telegram, then turned away and made for the narrow pathway. The donkey followed along dutifully.

      Paul hobbled over, the crate braced against one leg. “Anything interesting? We get recalled because war finally broke out?”

      Swan flicked the telegram open, snapping the paper. “You realize there would probably be a draft, right? With no exemption for archaeology students?”

      Paul scowled as Swan read over the telegram. He grunted when he got to the end, then read it again.

      
        
        To: Prof. G. Swan

        Hotel Chrysanthos, Island of Giorgos, Greece

        From: Prof. J. Kynes

        Laurel Academy, Rhode Island, USA

        Date: 16 June 1939

      

        

      
        Received latest shipment from Giorgos dig. Barton, Regents unimpressed. Refuse to increase or extend funding. Recommend “spectacular find.” Rumor that Berlin may dispatch expedition. Be careful. Good luck. Watered your plants.

      

      

      Swan grimaced. Taking one of the handles from Paul, he held out the telegram. Tugging on the crate so that Paul followed, he made his slow, awkward way up the narrow path.

      “Berlin expedition?” Paul muttered. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that we may have some company soon.”

      “You think they’re after the treasure, too?”

      Swan sighed and rolled his eyes. “Repeating myself, again. There is no treasure. It’s just a legend.” He huffed as they climbed higher, the wind tugging at his shirt. “Any valuables that pilgrims might have left as offerings were long ago carried away — probably when the Empire converted to Christianity and definitely by the time Theodosius outlawed paganism in … what year?”

      “Seriously? A quiz? It was 392 or something.”

      “Exactly correct.”

      They rounded another bend, silently continuing the climb. Seabirds swooped over the bay, calling loudly. Sweat beaded on his forehead and inside his shirt where his bag pressed tight. Somedays he regretted the climb, but driving across the island was faster and more fuel-efficient than taking the boat back and forth twice a day.

      The top of the cliff, and the rusty truck, finally came into view. Swan was breathing hard and Paul was gasping for air by the time they stumbled over to the vehicle and loaded the crate into the back. After shoving a few bags of rocks in close around the crate, Swan climbed into the passenger seat and pulled his bag into his lap.

      He couldn’t write up much on the bumpy drive back, but he could make a few preliminary notes.

      He should send a reply telegram, too. Johanna would worry, otherwise.

      Paul cranked the engine once. It clicked. Again. It finally turned over, coughing unhappily.

      One boat, one assistant, a tiny room in a tiny hotel on a tiny island, and one functional truck. Courtesy of the abbot at the tiny Orthodox monastery on the far side of the village, and he had negotiated a much steeper fee than the old sheepherder.

      Paul eased the vehicle forward, gradually picking up speed. Dust and pebbles clinked against the undercarriage and kicked out from beneath the tires. A cloud filled the air behind them as they made their way down the gradual slope of the land towards the north. Swan bounced in his seat, wincing a few times, and dug around in his backpack until he found a notebook that wasn’t full.

      Paul honked the horn, and Swan looked up quickly, waving as they passed Nikos on his donkey. The boy waved in return. A few minutes later, the old sheepherder on his horse, with his dogs and herd, came into view. Swan waved to them, too. The sheepherder tipped his hat, the horse twitched its ears, the dogs barked and chased the truck, and the sheep bleated in agitation.

      Swan scribbled, recreating the shard with the painting of the temple from memory.

      “Are you sure the treasure’s all gone?”

      “Yep.” He gripped the pencil beneath his teeth while he flipped over to a fresh page.

      “How? I mean, no one’s been there in a really really long time. Centuries. You saw how Chrysanthos and the abbot and everyone else reacted when you said we were going out there to dig.”

      “Earthquakes and buildings collapsing make people understandably skittish.” The truck hit a rut and his pencil scratched across the paper. Growling, he erased the bad line and tried again. “Doesn’t mean there’s a curse on the place. And I’m sure the fact that we’ve come back every night — in one piece — has allayed some of their fears.”

      “You say so. … Still would be cool if we found some treasure, though. And that would definitely impress Dean Barton and the Regents.”

      Swan paused, pencil in the middle of tracing out the figure of Apollo. “Yeah,” he reluctantly admitted, “it would.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Giorgos Island as a whole was home to only about a thousand people; a good five hundred of them called the village of Giorgos home, right on the northern coast. The rest lived in scattered homesteads, tending sheep and vineyards and olive groves.

      One such grove lined the eastern edge of the village. As the truck came out on the far side of the trees, Giorgos appeared: clusters of stone and wood houses painted brilliant white, with highlights of blue and yellow. And the single inn, two stories, the telegraph tower poking up from an office to the side, and a stable out back for donkeys and horses. One building for pressing grapes and olives, another for processing the fish, and a third building where the community gathered to shear their sheep and store the wool. Plus the monastery, the bell in the high tower even now marking Vespers.

      That was it. He could walk its entire length — from the olive groves to the northern docks — in four minutes.

      Paul pulled the truck around, sidling up to the stable. The gears grated and the engine sputtered, dying with a low wheeze. The truck curled forward, the brakes finally catching.

      “Home sweet home,” Paul muttered, tossing the keys to Swan.

      Shoving his door open, Swan tucked the keys into his pocket. “Help me get the crate up to my room, and you can have the rest of the night off. Just — be careful who you spend it with.”

      Paul scowled at him even as he came around to help unload the artifacts. “What’s that mean?”

      “It means that I don’t want to anger our host by leaving his youngest, prettiest, and favorite daughter unmarriageable when we depart for home.”

      “Pfft. Just some harmless flirting, Professor.”

      “Hunh-huh.” Swan grabbed one of the handles and they made their way across the yard towards the stairs along the back of the inn. “Just make sure it stays that way.”

      Swan thought he heard a muttered “fine,” but opted not to push the matter. There wasn’t much in terms of companionship for either of them out here. He couldn’t really blame Paul for seeking out one of the few people his own age, and one who seemed to return his interest.

      And Erinna was very pretty. Even Swan could appreciate that on an intellectual and aesthetic level.

      They trudged up the stairs, the walls close on either side, Swan ascending backwards as he went. He could hear laughter and conversation coming from the main room of the inn, and smell the mutton stew. Only two doors opened onto the landing at the top, tiny rooms with just enough space for a bed, a suitcase, and a side table. Swan had resorted to stowing any artifacts under his bed until they could be properly packed and shipped out on the mail boat once a week. So far, only two of his five shipments had made it back to Laurel Academy. He was beginning to worry about the other three, and debated about sending any more; maybe best to take the remaining finds when they left at the end of the summer —

      “Professor?”

      “What? Yes, sorry.”

      Paul was glaring at him from two steps down, clearly eager to be done with the heavy crate.

      Swan backed into his room, shoving the door open with his hip. Stepping around his suitcase and angling sideways, they managed to lower the crate onto his bed.

      “Need me for anything else?” Paul was already backing towards the door.

      “No. Yes. Transcriptions. But — hey,” Swan called after him, “you might want to clean up before you resume the flirtations!”

      “Don’t need to!” Paul was out the door and thumping down the stairs before he even finished speaking.

      Shaking his head, Swan closed the door. Stripping out of his sweaty shirt and swim trunks and sandals, he washed up with the bowl of water and cloth that Erinna had thoughtfully left in his room. She did that every day. His bowl was plain, though. The glimpse that he had gotten through the door of Paul’s room, on the other hand, showed an extra towel and a small vase of wildflowers.

      No one had ever given him wildflowers.

      Hanging the cloth on the bedrail to dry, Swan changed into a long-sleeved shirt and slacks and loafers. Rolling up the sleeves, he grabbed his bag of notebooks and headed downstairs to the common room.

      It was already half-full. The shutters all along the outer wall had been thrown wide, letting in the late afternoon breeze and sunlight. Chrysanthos was puttering back and forth between the kitchen and the bar. Paul was there, rolling a bottle of beer between his fingers. Workers were coming in from the vineyards and olive groves, and a few farmers and herders had wandered in from the outskirts of the island. The boats would be returning in another hour or so, and then the room really would be full. There would be stories and songs and laughter, and then the men would stagger home, leaving the village quiet.

      That was his favorite time to work, in the cool evening, with only a few lights to illuminate his notes. He could draw and write and breathe in the scents of sea and grapes and olives, and listen to the birds and the cicadas, and pretend that it was two thousand years ago, and he was free to be himself.

      A burst of laughter brought him to a surprised halt. A knot of about a dozen men were gathered around one of the far tables (Karolos and Stelios and Michalis and others) glasses of wine and ouzo and beer in hand. A platter of mutton sat in the center of the table and, even as he watched, Erinna brought another from the kitchen, this one filled with flatbread and cheeses.

      The men shifted to give her room, and that’s when Swan saw him.

      Brown hair that had been wind-blown and that turned golden in the sunlight. Amber eyes, which, even across the room, Swan could see were flecked with green and gold. Tanned, muscular, and tall; probably over six feet, but it was hard to tell since he was sitting down.

      Not a local.

      Definitely not a local. Swan would have remembered him.

      The man looked straight at him, across the table, across the room. And he smiled.

      Swan looked away. Swallowed hard, and forced himself to walk casually over to the bar. He stopped next to Paul, swallowed again, and waved a greeting to Chrysanthos.

      “Kaló apógevma.”

      “Ahh. Kaló apógevma, Kathigitís Swan. You find good things today?” Chrysanthos wandered over, steaming bowl of stew on a small tray. He added a handful of figs and a couple of pieces of flatbread from beneath the bar, and set the whole thing down in front of Swan.

      “I find promising things.”

      The innkeeper nodded, his smile disappearing when Erinna emerged from the kitchen again and made a beeline for Paul. The two smiled dreamily at one another from opposite sides of the bar, Paul continuing to roll the bottle between his fingers while Erinna fiddled with the edges of her long sleeves.

      Chrysanthos shot Swan a significant look. Swan nodded, gathered up the tray, and grabbed Paul by the arm. “Come on. Food. Work.”

      Paul huffed, dragging his feet, and cast longing glances over his shoulder; but he followed Swan across the room and sat down with him at a table beside the open shutters. Swan passed the bowl of stew to Paul, reserving the flatbread and figs for himself.

      They ate while they worked, Swan sketching, Paul transcribing his rough notes into the dig’s official logs. They discussed the placement and age of the shipwrecks, the dispersal pattern of the pottery shards, and the likely ages of both. Swan also noted the near lack of building ruins of any kind; not what he would have expected when that entire side of the island had been devastated by an earthquake; a couple of walls here and there, but that was it.

      The room continued to fill as the sun settled further in the west. At some point, Nikos arrived on his donkey and was immediately put to work by his grandfather, following Erinna around as she refilled glasses and gathered up empty plates and bowls. The fishermen arrived, bringing the scent of the sea. The bell at the monastery tolled again.

      “All done.” Paul shoved away the log and his empty bowl. “Need me for anything else, Professor?”

      “No, you’re finished for the night.” Swan glanced up from his notebook as Paul stood and pushed back his chair. “Remember what I said.”

      Paul pressed a hand to his heart. “Trust me, Professor.”

      Swan just shook his head.

      Grinning, Paul ambled away and disappeared into the early evening.

      Another burst of laughter from the far table.

      Unable to help himself, Swan looked over.

      Amber eyes with flecks of green and gold met his, held. Swan dragged his gaze away, focusing on the sketch in front of him.

      Rumor that Berlin may dispatch expedition.

      Damn. Damn, damn, damn.

      Swan bit the inside of his lip, shifted his pencil, and went back to work.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “So, are you the crazy American I’ve heard so much about?”

      Swan blinked, looking up, and up.

      Definitely over six feet. And the green flecks seemed to shift between emerald and spring grass. And he was smiling.

      Swan blinked again, feeling an odd heat and thuddering in his chest. “No? I mean, American yes. Not crazy. Too much. You’re Australian.”

      The brunette quirked an eyebrow. “That a problem?”

      Swan straightened in his chair, suddenly aware that the common room was nearly empty. Chrysanthos was back in the kitchen, rattling around as he cleaned trays and glasses, and a few patrons were still seated at a couple of tables, chatting or playing bastra or half-asleep. But night had settled over the village. Windows here and there were lit by flickering firelight or candles, with only the few lightbulbs strung through the common room providing constant illumination. The breeze blowing in from the ocean was noticeably cooler, and even the seabirds had mostly fallen silent. He set aside his pencil to roll down his sleeves. “No, not a problem at all. You’re … ahem … a long way from home.”

      “Australia hasn’t been home since I was fifteen.” An odd note crept into the man’s voice, his smile dipping for a second into a disappointed frown. But the expression was only there for a moment; his smile quickly returned and he held out one hand. “Lark.”

      “Lark.”

      “You, too?”

      “Oh, uh, no, sorry.” Swan smiled self-consciously and held out his own hand. Skin touched skin. Lark’s fingers were rough, callused from work. And he was warm. Deliciously warm. “Swan. Gustavus Swan. But only my family calls me Gustavus, and no one ever calls me Gus.”

      Lark’s nose wrinkled. “No, you are definitely not a Gus.” He motioned a beer bottle towards the chair Paul had vacated hours earlier. “May I?” At Swan’s nod, he dropped into the seat. “Actually, it’s Evelyn Larkspur. But only the nun who liked to rap my knuckles with a ruler ever called me that.”

      “No, you are definitely not an Evelyn.” Oh my God, I sound like I’m flirting. Am I flirting? Or was that an insult? “Uh, so what brings you so far from not-home Australia?”

      Lark shrugged as he tipped back the beer and took another swig. Swan tried not to stare. “Nothing in particular,” Lark finally answered. “Got bit by the wandering bug and decided to see something of the world before that asinine German burns it all down.”

      “Ah. Yeah.”

      “So far, I’ve made it to Bali (highly recommend), Singapore (definitely do not recommend), Columbo (they have wild tigers, so make sure you’re just a bit faster than the other guy), Baghdad (can be tricky), and Alexandria (very hot, lots of bugs).”

      Swan felt a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth. “Should I ask why you do not recommend Singapore?”

      “Not unless you want to be called as a witness in a court of law, no.” Lark grinned and Swan couldn’t help but smile in return. “You?”

      “Me? Oh. Europe, mostly. The usual places. London, Paris, Marseilles, Rome. Vienna. Athens. A few weeks in Constantinople.”

      “Mmm. All the usual places.”

      Gentle teasing. Not mockery, not making fun. Just teasing.

      Swan blushed. Ducking his head, he fiddled with his notebooks, smoothing the covers and open pages.

      Lark waved his nearly-empty bottle at the scribbles and scratches. “That what brought you here? Looking for a cursed temple?”

      “It’s not —” Swan huffed a sigh. “It’s not cursed. This area of the Mediterranean is prone to earthquakes and volcanic activity, that’s all. One hit about fifteen hundred years ago, and it was bad enough to leave a lasting impression.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes. It sheered off the entire eastern quarter of the island. Giorgos used to be more of an oval. Now it looks more like a ….” Swan made a vague shape with his hands. “… A squished circle.”

      “And you’re here looking for whatever might be left under the water.”

      Swan nodded.

      Amber and green eyes studied him. “Why?”

      Why.

      He had been asked that a hundred times. There were far more promising, far more lucrative, sites to dig. The Regents had tried to steer him towards one of those other sites on numerous occasions, promising him a much bigger endowment if he went to Turkey, instead, or Delphi, or even Delos. But he had refused.

      “Why?” Swan repeated, and swallowed, and stumbled. “Because that’s where the proof is, the proof of the story. The myth.”

      Lark set aside his now empty bottle and leaned forward, arms crossed. The humor and teasing were gone from his face, his expression now stern and curious. “What proof? What myth?”

      Swan shifted closer in his chair. He lifted his hands from the notebooks, gesturing just like he did in class, feeling the enthusiasm — the joy — rise up in his chest. “The myth of Apollo and Hyakinthus. It’s an old story. Really old. I know it is. And it was known all over the Greek world and even into Roman times. And it was celebrated. But there are some scholars who argue that it was late, the creation of a corrupted age, paganism fallen to hedonism and … worse.”

      He swallowed again, pausing, until he saw Lark’s expression; encouraging, not censoring.

      “So I’m here. There was a temple on the eastern side of Giorgos millennia ago. It was a pilgrimage site, and it was one of the last vestiges of paganism as the Empire converted to Christianity. It was a temple to Apollo and Hyakinthus. Together. The God and his mortal lover. Not hidden away, but openly honored and celebrated.” Swan tilted his chin, lifting his head. “And I’m going to find it.”

      Lark was silent for a very long moment, and Swan was very very frightened for that long moment that he had scared the man away. That there would be shouts and sneers, or, at the very least, a cold indifference and more silence.

      But no.

      Lark smiled. “Professor Swan, I have absolutely no doubt that if anyone can find the naós of Apollo, it’s you.”

      A sudden, loud shriek made Swan jump in his chair. He half-stood, watching in slowly mounting horror and embarrassment as Chrysanthos dragged Paul around the outside of the inn. Erinna was following her father, yelling and pounding at his back. As they stepped inside, Swan could see that tears streaked down her cheeks, and her clothes were rumpled.

      Paul’s clothes were rumpled, too. And not just from being manhandled by Chrysanthos.

      Damn it. Damn damn damn.

      Jaw tight, Swan shoved his chair away and crossed the floor of the common room. All conversation had stopped, and the sleeping patrons had roused themselves to watch the drama.

      Chrysanthos snapped at Erinna, wagging his finger. He grabbed her arm, not hard but firmly, and plopped her down in a chair. She was still crying.

      Paul was silent, his jaw clenched. But his eyes were watering and an ugly bruise was beginning to spread across his left cheek. He wouldn’t look at Swan.

      More yelling in loud and rapid Greek, Chrysanthos waving a hand at Paul. Swan nodded along, saying nothing, just letting the man yell. When Chrysanthos finally ran out of breath, he kept nodding, responding in Greek, not English, so that everyone — Chrysanthos, Erinna, the patrons around the tables, the people watching from the doors and windows of nearby homes — would understand. He didn’t want there to be any confusion.

      “You are absolutely right, Kýrios Chrysanthos. Paul is my responsibility. I should have been watching him. You have my word, this will not happen again.”

      Chrysanthos glared at him, then nodded. He shoved Paul into the nearest chair, spat on the floor at his feet, and then turned away. Gesturing harshly, he motioned Erinna to precede him out of the room and back home. Sniffling, tugging at her dress, she obeyed. When she tried to catch Paul’s eye, her father snapped at her and hurried her along.

      The common room emptied quickly after that. Cards were collected, coins left on tables, good-byes muttered as the men hurried home to share the drama with their wives and children.

      “What the hell?” Swan leaned down, pinning Paul with a glare. “What did I tell you? Repeatedly?”

      “Oh, fuck you,” Paul snarled, surging to his feet. He tugged at his clothes, and the bruise on his face had already turned an ugly purple-red. “Not my fault you’re too old and dried up to understand.”

      Spinning on his heel, he stomped away. Swan could hear him banging up the stairs, followed by a door slam that made the entire wall shake.

      Swan tipped his head back and rubbed his neck. Sighing, he turned to his table, his notebooks — and Lark.

      “Um. Sorry.”

      Lark frowned. “For what? You didn’t do anything.” He tilted his chin up towards the guest rooms. “Who’d you piss off to get stuck with the little shithead?”

      Swan huffed a laugh and dropped back into the chair opposite Lark. “No one. He was just the only archaeology student with enough experience who volunteered to work the dig with me.”

      “Well, I’m still sorry that you got stuck with him. And if he continues to be stupid and gets the shit beaten out of him, I am available.”

      “Pardon?”

      Lark picked up his empty bottle and stood. “Lots of good diving off Sydney. Did some in Bali and Singapore, too — which is part of the reason it’s on my do not recommend list.”

      “ … Because it does have good diving ….”

      Lark grinned. “Precisely. Lots of things there no one should go diving for if they want to keep their limbs intact.” He backed away towards the door. “Let me know.”

      “Uh. Thanks. I will.” He watched in some confusion as Lark disappeared around the side of the building. Frowning, he stood and jogged out of the common room, coming to a halt near the bottom of the back stairs. He could see Lark striding across the dirt-and-grass open space, towards —

      “The stables?” he called out. “You’re sleeping in the stables?”

      Lark turned, walking backwards. He spread his arms. “Slept in worse places.”

      “… Singapore?”

      Lark lifted the empty bottle in salute and disappeared through the stable door.

      Shaking his head, Swan turned back to the inn. Hands in his pockets, casting a few curious glances back over his shoulder, he paid no attention to the slight breeze that ruffled his hair and clothes.

      Nor did he notice, when he reached the common room, that his drawing of the interior of the temple was gone, carried away by the wind, through the village, through the olive grove to the woman who stood there waiting, hand raised, smiling.
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