Pieces of the Puzzle—Timekeepers Series                                                                         Prologue

Prologue
Clouds had been gathering in the sky for the past three days. Not a drop of moisture had fallen from the billowing black mass, but now and then lightning streaked to the earth with ear-splitting waves of thunder. The time was close. Menachem had one more important task to perform before he and his family were sealed up in the bowels of the monstrous vessel they had been building for years. 

The people of the surrounding cities thought Menachem was a mad man. It was safer for him to avoid them during the day, so he waited until dusk to venture from his home. Guided by the firelight of a small torch, he picked his way through the growing dark across fields until he came to the ravine. Here he had to be extra careful; 
one false step and he would find himself falling to his death. The trail down the rock was narrow and scattered with loose stones that could trip a man if he was not watching. Once his head was below the cliff-top, he could no longer see the city lights dancing some distance away. It was a long, laborious process, but a few hours later he had descended to the bottom of the valley. Even now, in the middle of the night, when the air above the canyon walls dropped to a frigid temperature, the air here was still warm enough for him, heated after the exertion of the climb down, to strip off his robe, leaving his chest and legs bare. 


Menachem sought out the place he had been led to years ago. The stone of the cliff wall resembled a crouching lion. He thought it had been chosen because it looked as though the shape would stand the weathering of time and still be recognizable centuries, perhaps even millenniums from now.


For the person who knew where to look, there was a thin path, little more than scattered foot and hand holds, up from the canyon floor to one of the openings that made an eye of the stone lion. Menachem’s movements upward were agile despite his age and the fact that he had to keep the torch in one hand. He reached the opening and pushed himself through. After crawling a short distance he was able to stand, and a few feet beyond that the roof opened up and he was in a huge cavern. 


He strode across the room to a cup shaped stone filled with a clear liquid. He dipped his torch to this and the liquid sprang into a brightly burning flame, throwing light on the pale walls of the cave. 


Moving to one corner, he pulled aside a few stones that hid a metal box that had been entrusted to him when he was still a lad in his thirties. He had been told this box contained a treasure for the future, and he must take special care of it. At that age he had been disappointed to open it only to find it was filled with stacks of rectangular plates made from a strange metal and covered in markings he did not recognize. Still, he had been faithful to his charge to protect the box. 

Now he would leave the chest behind as he went on the greatest journey mankind had known. The giant vessel, built to harbor his family when the waters burst up from the bowels of the earth and spewed over the globe, would not be carrying this treasure to a new land. There would be no place to hide the box safely for the months they would spend on board together. Therefore, he would leave it here. But first he took two blank plates from the chest. He would write clues to the whereabouts of the treasure on them and take this small token with him. 


After he backed out through the narrow gap, he filled the entrance with rocks, shoving them back and packing them in so that it would take some digging to ever uncover the opening to the treasure.


When he was on the canyon floor once more, a flash of lightning lit up the rock wall and he saw that the lion was now one-eyed. Behind the closed eye reposed the box filled with a wealth that would not be found until the time was right. 


Menachem thought of the era that lay ahead, when people would have to start over. The world was about to begin again, and some things would be very different.

That thought caused him to reach involuntarily to the vial hanging from a leather strap around his neck, hidden under the folds of his robe. He had thought of placing this other treasure in the box before sealing it shut, but something had stopped him. This vial had also been placed in his charge. Carved characters similar to those on the plates in the box spiraled down its surface. He did not know what the carvings meant, but he knew that the tube held another priceless treasure. 

The era of long lives was ending. In this new world men’s lives would be short, and it would be better that way. Nevertheless, this one small vial would remain. It contained a liquid from a fruit that had grown on the outskirts of the Great Garden. It was not the fruit, the one that would change a man in such a way that he would live forever, bound to an eternity in this life with all its darkness and shortcomings. No, mankind was protected from that endless misery. But there was another fruit that would make a man strong and extend his life indefinitely, although it would not protect him from accident or eventual death. Menachem and his wife had partaken of the sweet nectar and the years between them totaled to more than a millennium. Because of this, their children would live long lives, but the span of their descendants’ lives would quickly shrink. 


He was uncertain if the bush bearing this fruit would survive the coming calamity. The vial would most likely be all that would remain. He fervently hoped it was fated to serve some important purpose.

A Century Later

Menachem awoke with a sense that something was going to happen. He stroked his long, grayed beard and looked out at the bright sky. Even at seven hundred years in age he felt he had a couple good centuries left in him. Still, he was feeling the effects of aging, one of which was an overwhelming need for these afternoon naps. The view out his window showed little activity at the few other buildings clustered in the village. His large, stone home was set apart from the rest of the houses. It was a quiet and secluded existence that he and his wife had chosen here in the north, away from the growing crowds that were filling the sunnier southern parts of the land. Only a mere handful out of the huge multitude of their posterity had joined them. Growing conditions were sparse, and life had to be scratched out of the soil. Aside from the giant aged trees that shaded the south side of the village, there was little vegetation growing in the rugged mountain air. 


Menachem felt the creaking in his bones as he struggled to stand. Slowly and carefully he made his way along a narrow trail that descended gradually from his door along the banks of a fast moving mountain stream strewn with boulders. After walking for a time he had to stand for a moment leaning with one hand pressed to a tree trunk to steady himself. His heart made strange vibrations before settling back to a regular beat. Taking up a walking stick, he moved forward toward the point where the stream met the seashore.


The salty black water made lapping noises as it rolled up the rocky shoreline and down again. Another sound on the water reached his ears, and he peered through the parting mist. There it was again, the splashing of a pole lifting out of the water and then plunging in once more as someone maneuvered over the waves.


A smile lit Menachem’s face. Although he had sequestered himself here intentionally, he did enjoy contact with the outside world now and then. 


“Urshanabi?” he yelled toward a darkening shadow breaking through the haze, thinking perhaps this was his ferryman friend who came a couple times each year to trade with Menachem and his small community.


“Hello,” an unfamiliar voice replied. A flat boat came fully into view, and Menachem saw that it was his friend’s boat, but it was being poled along by two powerful looking strangers.


Menachem waited until the men had pushed the boat with scraping sounds up onto the shore. 


“Welcome, strangers,” he said, noting the full, tangled beards and tattered clothing. He waved a beckoning hand. “Come, you look as though you have had a difficult journey, come refresh yourselves at my home.”


The larger of the two men leaped lightly from the short vessel onto the ground. “Thank you, kind sir, but I am eager to complete my quest. I am seeking the Far Away, Utnapishtim.”


Menachem raised an eyebrow. “You must come from far to use that name. What is your purpose?”


“He and his wife know the secret to eternal life. I wish to be immortal, as well.”


Menachem frowned. “My children have completely corrupted everything I taught them. Like all men, you seek the impossible. It has been decreed no man shall find immortality in this life. Men are weak, and it is a blessing that our lives here are temporary. Everything we gain here is as naught when we pass on. I have seen more life than any man on earth today, and I know it would be a curse to choose this immortality you desire.”


The stranger looked closely at Menachem. “Are you Utnapishtim, then?” he asked incredulously.


“That is one name I am known by,” Menachem answered with a smile.


The man could not hide his dismay. “But you are old!”


Laughter shook his aged frame. “Decay is a fact of this life. Eventually all succumb, no matter how much it is delayed. This is why it would be foolish to choose immortality here.”


“I would choose it over death,” the stranger replied.


Menachem’s gaze wandered to the other man still standing on the boat. His straggling beard was thin and his face was intent and fox-like. The old man turned back to the first man. “Only those who have lived poorly need fear death.”  


The stranger drew himself up proudly. “I have lived a very superior, prosperous life. I am Gilgamesh, king of Uruk. I have slain the fearsome Humbaba of the Cedar Forest. I have been desired by more women than you can count, including the beautiful Ishtar. I have killed the sacred bull of heaven, and have known a friendship deeper than most men will love even their own wives or children.” Here his voice choked up. “But now even my mighty friend Enkidu has died, and I have come face to face with my own mortality.”


“If all you say is true,” Menachem said gently, “then you have lived a full life and should be at peace with going when the time comes.”  


Gilgamesh shook his head vigorously. “I do not want to die!” His voice dropped the prideful note and became pleading, “I can’t die.” 


Menachem looked out to sea in deep thought, both hands resting together atop his walking stick. Finally he gazed back at Gilgamesh. “There is a test, to see if you are strong enough to deserve immortality. But it is not easy.”


“Anything!” Gilgamesh breathed excitedly.


“You must sit here upon the shore, for six days and seven nights. But you must not fall asleep. If you can do this you have the power over your body that is required of an immortal.” 


Gilgamesh snorted. “Is that all? I accept the test.” When Menachem made no reply, the king seated himself on a flat rock beside the water. 


“Night comes soon. I will return at the end of the seventh night,” Menachem said. 


Gilgamesh’s companion in the boat spoke up for the first time. “And what shall I do during this time?”


Menachem looked at him distastefully, but said kindly, “Follow me; we’ll get you a warm meal and a soft bed.” 


With the other men out of his sight, Gilgamesh began to feel the endlessness of the time that stretched before him. As if to mock him, the scene around him was unvarying. Gray water stretched out as far as he could see to meet the steely clouds of the horizon. To either side extended gray, rocky shoreline, and behind him rose the gray, rocky cliffs climbing to clouded mountaintops. The only sound was the rhythmic surging of the waves and now and then a calling sea bird. The air was thin, and his body had been pushed to its limits in his drive to get here. 


His eyelids grew heavy. No matter, he thought sleepily. The old man will never know if I drop off for just a few minutes. His head fell forward and the sound of lapping water mixed with the dreams in his mind.

 
“What is your name?” Menachem asked his companion as he took small steps up the path to his home. 


“Chantu,” the man answered curtly. 


“And are you a friend or a servant of Gilgamesh?”


“Travel companion. I joined him when he came through my city of Catal-Hoyuk.”


Menachem nodded. “But you don’t share his desire for immortality?”


Chantu shrugged. “If there were such a thing. I have my doubts.”


“So it is just the excitement of the adventure that brings you all this way?” asked Menachem. 


“We’ll see,” was the abrupt reply.


The small village came into view, with Menachem’s larger house on the farthest side. A thin wisp of smoke drifted from a hole in the roof, and the smell of meat cooking carried to them on the wind. Menachem’s wife, Naamah, heard them coming and met them at the door. Like her husband, she seemed indeterminably ancient.

After introducing Chantu, Menachem asked Naamah if she had any fresh baked bread. 


“It will be out of the oven in a short while,” she replied. 


“When it is done, my dear wife, you and I will hobble back down to the shore and feed a friend who is waiting there.” 


“You will feed yourself first, you crazy old man,” she teased. 


“She calls me ‘old man,’ yet she forgets she is eighty years my senior,” Menachem said to Chantu. The man’s dark eyebrows raised as he looked closely at Menachem to see if he spoke the truth. 


Dinner was a thick, well-seasoned goat meat stew with steaming bread generously spread in goat-milk butter. Chantu grabbed at the food greedily, bits of stew dripping down his snarled beard. When he had eaten his fill he leaned back among the soft pillows his hosts had given him. Soon his snores echoed through the room.


Naamah gathered up a loaf of warm bread in a spotlessly white cloth and the old couple headed down the path arm in arm. As they walked, Menachem told his wife the events of the afternoon. Naamah shook her gray head. 


“He will surely fail the test. But how will you prove it?”

With a gnarled finger tapping his forehead, her husband answered, “It’s all right here.”

When they reached the bottom of the trail, they could see Gilgamesh seated down by the shore. Even from behind they could tell the king was asleep. They walked closer, and as Naamah gazed at him, the mothering look came to her eyes. He was handsome, this grandchild of hers (she did not know or care how many generations removed). There were lines of a hard life on his face that even sleep did not wipe away.


Menachem was chuckling to himself. “I didn’t think the test would end this quickly.”


“Well, he’ll be hungry when he wakes. Shall we leave the bread?”


Menachem nodded. “This is the way he will know we saw him asleep.”


“Very wise, my old man.”


It was almost dark when they returned to their home. There was a chill in the air, and Naamah went to the back room to fetch their wool cloaks. She hesitated in the doorway, feeling that the room was somehow different, as if things had been moved slightly, but there was nothing obvious. She shrugged and grabbed the robes.


The next five days all passed the same. After rising with the sun to do his chores, Menachem spent his mornings trying to converse with the taciturn Chantu. Following the afternoon meal the old couple would walk down to the shore with another warm loaf of bread. None of the previous loaves had been touched. Each time Naamah would shake her head in motherly concern.


“He will be so disappointed,” she would say. “You will have to do something to help him.”


And each day when they returned to the house, Chantu would still be sleeping off the dinner, yet Naamah could not shake the feeling he had been through their things while they were out.


The sixth and last day ended differently. When they returned from their daily walk to the shore, the couple found their house in total upheaval. Desperation had driven Chantu to search with wild abandon, tossing furniture and household objects to the side. Then he had left the house before their return. Naamah shook her head and pursed her lips.


“That man needs a good spanking.” She turned to her husband and was surprised to see the depth of concern in his eyes. “There’s nothing broken here that can’t be replaced, and nothing messed that can’t be cleaned,” she reassured him.


With a sigh the old man replied, “He found it. It was the reason he came.” Then he shook his head. “He couldn’t have known. No one knew about it. He wanted—something else,” here he unconsciously reached for the vial hidden under his robe. “It was just a lucky find.”


Surprised that there had been anything of value in the house, Naamah knew better than to press him for details. She set to work straightening things while Menachem sank heavily onto a stool and sat brooding. He fingered the wooden tube that always hung from his neck as if pondering something. His eyes closed and his lips moved in quiet prayers.


Finally he stood. “Well, tonight is the final night of our young king’s test. I shall go wake him.”


Moonlight lit the shore. Menachem again shook Gilgamesh’s shoulder, and finally the king opened his eyes with a tired groan. As his gaze lit on Menachem, memory of his test returned and he sat up with a start.


“I only fell asleep for a moment,” he insisted. “I can still pass the test!”


Menachem pointed out the loaves of bread. The new loaf from today was still soft but the others were tough and in different states of decay, with the oldest covered in a fur of black mold. Gilgamesh’s shoulders slumped. 


“How could I be so weak,” he said mournfully. He shivered, “Now I will never escape death!”


Menachem carefully lowered himself to sit beside Gilgamesh. 


“I’m sorry, son. There was no way you could have passed the test. You are only a man. You were destined to fail. I wanted to teach you of your own weakness, because only then can you be strong. But we have no time to dwell on your failure. I have an important task for you, another quest if you will. Your friend is gone, he left today and I see he took your boat. He also took something of great value from me. You must try to retrieve it and protect it. Chantu is a dangerous man, and I have decided to give you this to help you.” He reached into his robe and pulled out the vial, lifting it up so the leather strap it was attached to came up over his head. He held it out to Gilgamesh.


“What is this?” Gilgamesh asked curiously.


“It is the nectar of a flower that was used by all men before the great flood. Now this is all that is left. It makes a man younger and extends his life to great length. It is not immortality, but it is the closest thing you will find here.”


Gilgamesh’s eyes were wide. “You had this all the time.”


“It is not a thing to be taken lightly,” Menachem said firmly. “I would not be giving it to you if I did not put the utmost priority on you living long enough to retrieve the thing of which I speak. The fate of mankind may be in your hands. You cannot stop until you have regained the stolen object.”


“I should drink this?”


Menachem nodded. “Drink a small amount. It is very potent after sitting for so long. But there are a couple of things you should know. You will not be invincible. You will not die naturally, but you can be killed. Also, if you father children after drinking the nectar, some of the potency will go to the child, leaving less in your own veins.”


“Is this another trick of yours?” Gilgamesh asked.


“No. But I give you this charge. If this falls into the wrong hands, promise me that you will correct any crisis that is caused by the neglect of your duty.”


Gilgamesh held the vial cautiously. “I will take this home and test it on one of our old men to see if you tell the truth.”


“There is one more thing,” Menachem said. “What is on the outside of the vial is as important as what is inside. Protect it with all your might.”


Gilgamesh agreed without enthusiasm. Then a sudden thought hit him. “But how will I leave here?” he asked.


“When your friend returns the boat to Urshanabi without you, Urshanabi will come to see what has happened.”


“That will be many days,” Gilgamesh said unhappily. 


“Yes, and I only hope it is enough time to convince you of the significance of your mission.”

Menachem had been right. After several long days, Urshanabi poled his flat boat over the dangerous seas just to check on the missing Gilgamesh. The king was anxious to be gone, and he waited impatiently for Menachem and the ferryman to finish the days they spent eating and conversing. Finally they were off across the water. 


It took several days to cross the black water, but it was just the first stage of a long journey home for Gilgamesh. His mind was far ahead, in his city of Uruk, where he would try the liquid from the vial on some of the old men there before trying it himself.


On the fourth day at sea, they were surprised to see another vessel rolling on the waves. Urshanabi was used to being the only sailor to venture this far north, but someone had brought a village fishing raft into the dangerous water. 


As the raft approached a frown etched itself across Gilgamesh’s rugged face. “It’s Chantu,” he said. 


The raft drew alongside, and Chantu leaped across to join the other men on Urshanabi’s flat boat. The raft tried to spin off empty, bobbing away over foaming crests, but Chantu held it by a rope which he quickly tied to the boat. His smile was meant to be friendly, but it came across as a leer. 


“You finally got away from the crazy old man?” he asked. 


“No thanks to you,” Gilgamesh growled. “You left me stranded.”


“I was coming back for you, see?” he said pointing at the raft. 


“Why did you leave in such a hurry?”


“I found something at the old man’s house, something you will want. It leads to the greatest treasure of mankind.” He held up a pair of flattened, rectangular sheets of metal etched with writing. Gilgamesh reached out for them, but Chantu pulled them back. “Not so fast,” he said with a harsh laugh. “If you want to see these, you’ll have to trade something of value to me.”


“You stole those.”


“They were of no use to the old timer. Besides, fair is fair, he was playing games with us. We earned it. Now, what will you give me?”


“I traded off everything I brought with me for food on the journey from Uruk. I have nothing of worth left.”


Chantu’s eyes narrowed. “Now you are playing games. You wouldn’t have left without the secret. I want it.”


 Gilgamesh wanted to reach up to the vial that was hanging from his neck and slip it beneath his tunic, but he dared not draw attention to it. But it was no use, Chantu had seen it already.


“How about that?” he asked, pointing.


“It’s an old family heirloom, worth nothing,” Gilgamesh lied.


“Well, it might be worth something to me,” Chantu said. He lunged forward and snatched it up. The cord held, and while Chantu pulled at it furiously, Gilgamesh crashed his fist into Chantu’s chin with a stunning blow. Soon the two men were rolling across the deck in a wild fight. The plates went spinning across the wood planks, and Urshanabi had the presence of mind to grab them. Chantu finally managed to wrest the cord from around Gilgamesh’s neck, and he scurried to the other end of the boat while Gilgamesh was still lurching to his feet. With one quick motion, Chantu put the stopper to his mouth and jerked it free with his teeth. Then he upended the vial and let the liquid spill down his throat. Gilgamesh charged into him, and the two men fell back to the deck. The vial dropped and precious liquid seeped over the boards. 


Chantu wiped his mouth with a grin and grabbing the metal plates from Urshanabi, he leapt to his raft and cut the rope free. Gilgamesh barely noticed as he busily sopped up the nectar with the hem of his robe, wringing it into the clay pot nearest to hand. The vial rolled across the planks and slipped with a quiet splash into the salty water. 

****


Gilgamesh had been in Uruk for a month, but his advisors found him silent and gloomy. He was little use as king, spending his time walking the grounds lost in thought. They were certain it was the failure of his quest for immortality that left him morose. He had told them that Utnapishtim had given him a flower that would make a man young, but while traveling back across the sea an evil snake had stolen it. 


He had hidden the remainder of the liquid that he had managed to salvage in a green stone jar in his bedchamber. There were a few small mouthfuls left, and he was torn between trying the liquid himself or wasting some on a small number of old men. 


One day he called his general and asked for a group of skilled soldiers to be sent in search of a man named Chantu who had stolen something on the quest. The men were gone for a year and a half, and when they returned they went immediately to the king.


“Did you find that snake?” Gilgamesh asked the line of men standing at attention before him. 


Their leader, a large man with a gold band around his right wrist stepped forward. “We did not. We started in the city of Catal-Hoyuk, as you commanded. There we found that he had been to his home there but was gone. We climbed down into his mud-brick house and found that he had recently painted a map on two of the plastered walls. We dug up every inch of the plastered floor, but discovered only the bones of his ancestors. From there we followed his trail westward, but we lost all sign of him.”

Gilgamesh’s shoulders slumped. He dismissed the men and tried to focus on his duties as king. 

He began to dread the night. He was haunted by dreams of Enkidu, his dead friend. Then he would hear Utnapishtim, the Far Away, reminding him of the quest he had been given, to retrieve the metal objects, and to right any wrong that had been caused by his neglect of the lost vial and its nectar. 

Again and again he sent new parties in search of Chantu. And year after year they returned with no success.

Then the tenth year the leader with the gold wrist band stepped forward with a disciplined smile. 

“Your Greatness, we have pleasing news to report. We followed a lead on your man to the land of Canaan. We finally located him near the brackish Dead Sea. He was killed trying to escape us. We searched his body and belongings and found these.” The man held out the metal plates Gilgamesh had seen once before. 

A sense of relief flooded over the king. He had fulfilled his sworn duty. He had retrieved the objects and the death of Chantu had righted the wrong of letting the vial out of his hands. 

He reached out for the plates and held them up, his eyes scanning the writing on them. The two pieces fit together like a puzzle, and as they came together, there was a strange warmth given off. “Did anyone else know of the plates?” Gilgamesh asked. 

“No one seemed to,” the captain replied. “But it is possible he mentioned it to his wife or children.”

Gilgamesh looked up quickly. “Children? What children?” 

The captain’s face grew guarded. “Young children, of no consequence.”

Gilgamesh rose to his feet. “Of no consequence? You fool! How old are they?”

“There were six children; I would say the oldest was a mere eight or nine years in age.”

“And where are these children?”


The man spoke reluctantly. “We had them in our custody, but they—they escaped. We could find no sign of them.”

Gilgamesh dropped back onto his throne, his mind spinning. The damage was not undone. His duty went on. 

Suddenly he was tired, exhausted. The death he had feared so long seemed to be calling to him, begging him to come rest his bones and forget his troubles. With a weak wave of his hand he sent the men out. 

The day passed, and when servants entered with food or to bring him to bed he sent them away as well. When the sun rose the next morning, he had decided on a course of action. First he summoned all his wives and their children to come before him. 


He walked back and forth among the ranks of children. First he singled out the sturdy dark lad borne to him by his Egyptian beauty. Next was a girl with one thick black braid who looked him squarely in the eyes and told her father her name was Ling. Four more children were chosen from the group, and then all the others, the mothers of the chosen children included, were asked to leave.


Gilgamesh told the children to sit on the floor while he went out the door behind the throne. It led down a short hallway that opened to several rooms. The end room was his bedchamber. From there he retrieved the green stone jar with the precious liquid inside. Back in the audience hall he went to each child and, dipping his finger in the pot, dripped some of the liquid down their throats. They stared at him curiously but did not say a word.


Finally he sat back on his throne and looked them over. He cleared his throat, then spoke in his “decree” voice. 


“You six have been chosen for a special purpose. You will be educated strictly and trained physically, and when you are older I will send you out into the world to be educated in the ways of men. When you are old enough, I want you to remember this day, and the words of your old father. I have a mission for you, but you are too young at this time to understand it. When the time is right, you will be called home to learn your duty. Until that day, you are to learn to be brave, noble, wise, and honest as befits a child of Gilgamesh.”


Next Gilgamesh called for the men who had been designing his tomb from the first day he became king. He ordered them to write down exactly what he wanted inscribed on the walls and sarcophagus. He would not live long enough to teach his children, but surely they would visit the tomb of their father.


Last he called in his wise men. Their charge was to design a talisman that would be linked to all six of these children. When one discovered it, the other five would feel called to it. The white bearded men hurried away talking excitedly over this new challenge.

Tiredly Gilgamesh told his children to leave him. He had done all he could to discharge his duty. The rest was up to his children.
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