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  The Jade Necklace 

A young adventurer meets his match in the collapsing Maya Empire
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These were lawless times. 
The kingdoms of Ek were disintegrating. The Maya had greatly displeased the gods, who had punished them since the Spring, when the corn had first gone bad.            
The adventurer had left his own tribes to serve in the emperor’s pay. 
He had been satisfied with good wage; then he lost his taste for slaughtering farmers and peasants.  
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In a tavern earlier that night, the adventurer had overheard a drunken Scythian describe the treasure in Lord Ek’s trove, in particular a necklace of jade ovals. The Scythian had detailed the necklace’s ancient origins and its present location, until he was distracted by a green-eyed serving girl. The young mercenary had decided on the spot to steal it; and now he stood directly below the chambers where the necklace lay.   
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Hidden in the flickering shadows, the young adventurer heard the sounds of struggle echo off the stone walls of the belly of the Palace of Seven Moons. 

He crept forward carefully, stepping so softly that he could listen, but he could not be heard. He had not survived so many deadly encounters in his young life by giving away his position.  

He heard a knife clatter to the ground, followed by an obscene laugh. 

He turned a corner in those dank dungeons and saw it -- 

It was a gaggle of the imperial guards. He saw an arched juncture or hallway where several passages met, and dimly-lit stairs beyond; the very place he had been trying to find. 

He counted five men. They were close.  He heard their laughter clearly now.

He could not make out what they were doing until his eyes adjusted to the bright pool of light beneath the mounted torches which illuminated them. The five men had pinned a wriggling prisoner against the stone walls; now they laughed at the prisoner’s vain struggles. They took turns slapping the helpless figure.   
A girl -- 
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Now the young mercenary could hear her wicked curses. He did not like what he saw, yet he was almost relieved: he had been stealing, mapless, through the dark mazelike dungeons beneath the palace for almost an hour. The unnatural silence had begun to trouble him; his people were more used to windy mountains and wild lands than to these dank man-made passageways which crept and wandered with no apparent design.     

“Let me go!” she now commanded. “Don’t touch me— ”

The guards were drunk. He studied their thick, slow motions. 

The girl let her legs go and sank to the floor and almost crawled out of her captors’ grasp – but they were too many for her. 

They were too drunk to stop themselves. 

The girl would soon meet her ancestors. 

The thief took an extra moment to watch each man, to see how he moved, to capture his rhythm. 
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With a low laugh, he stepped into the center of the passageway. 

“Come, brothers,” he bellowed. He banged his blade against the stone wall. “Here is better sport.”

He rushed the soldiers. 

The sword in his hand flashed: he gutted the largest member of the guard. Before that body struck the stone floor, his gleaming blade severed the second man’s head: the third he grabbed by the neck and, lifting a corded arm, snapped the man’s neck. The fourth and fifth guardsmen held back. He motioned for them to advance. They fled. Snatching a blade from the dead man, he flung it and saw the fourth man fall gurgling to the stone floor.    
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The girl struggled, coughing, to her feet. 

For a long moment, the adventurer studied her face and the heaving surface of her torn tunic. By the markings along her neckline and by the strong forearms and tanned face, he saw that she was from farmer clans. Captured and offered for the amusement of Ek and his lechers, perhaps. Her features seemed familiar. 
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“Come with me,” he said. “We’ll raid the palace trove.”

A warm smile appeared, starting in her eyes and spreading to her sun-kissed cheeks, until it reached her parted lips, suggesting more riches than a man could find in any king’s trove.

“Come with me, boy,” she said, leaning her body close against him. “We’ll enjoy the night.”  
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But he paused, as though trying to place her. Then the white of his teeth appeared beneath his shaggy black mane. 
He kissed her and laughed, a vibrant sound that echoed loud in those lifeless halls, a sound rich with youth and the promise of life lived to the brim.
He disappeared into the darkness – for a moment – and then emerged to climb the stairs, three at a time.  
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Her green eyes watched him go. 

The sub-palace corridors were once again silent. Light from the torch flames flickered, casting their shifting patterns. She could see him no more, nor hear his footfalls 

The girl paused. 
He will only find a hornet’s nest …
One of the guards on the floor moaned. She swept her knife from the floor and delivered a short, savage blow; he moaned no more.  

She returned the knife to the slim pouch at her waist.

She touched the smooth jade of the necklace draped low around her waist. 

She turned and ran easily towards a shorter hallway, one that led to a portal and a garden, and then beyond that to grassy paths and open plazas and farmlands, squatting safe and green beneath the snowy mountains beyond.

THE END        (optional)
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