
        
            
                
            
        


As the end of an age approaches, gods whisper horrors, families scheme for power and one woman may hold the secret to a lost legacy

At nineteen, Ada of Caria yearns to take the Snake Blood throne from her mad older siblings. She seeks the help of a young orphaned girl named Helen, the first True Oracle to have walked the earth in more than three hundred years.

Helen may be able to channel the voice of the gods, but she hates her gift and will do anything to get rid of it—even lie to her best friend, Myrtale, the priestess-princess of Epirus who is destined to marry King Philip II of Macedon even though she loves another.

And in the shadows lurks a handsome green-eyed stranger who has more at stake—and more to lose—than anyone could possibly imagine.

Amid jealousy and heartbreak, torrid affairs and secret rendezvous, it is spoken by the gods that either Helen or Myrtale—newly named Olympias—will carry the destiny of the known world within her womb.

The prequel to Legacy of Kings, Voice of Gods traces the intricate web of love and betrayal that led up to the birth of history’s most powerful leader, Alexander the Great.
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To Helen Randolph

My beloved child whose joyful smile has brightened my life.
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Chapter One

Summer 362 B.C.

Lightning illuminates the muddy road before her with an eerie blue-gold haze. She sees a flash of green hills rising and a few bent olive trees, then darkness falls again so completely it is as if someone threw a heavy blanket over her head. Thunder booms as Helen feels the earth shake. Still, she forces herself to put one squelching boot in front of the other. Her cloak is dripping wet and her teeth are chattering. But she can’t stop. Not yet.

She had no choice but to leave at sunset and during a storm, just as the guards were closing the town gates for the night. Her heart almost stopped beating when she saw they had already started pushing the massive doors shut—and if they closed, they would trap her in this city where she would surely be found. She slipped out just in time and heard the huge iron bar slide into place behind her. Now they were locked inside, the men who meant her harm.

Urgency propels her forward. As soon as morning comes, they will discover she’s gone. They will search the town and race out the open gates. She must be somewhere safe by then. But where? This road, she knows, leads ten miles to the capital of Caria, Halicarnassus, on the sea, though she has never been there. She has never been allowed to leave Theangela.

The men with horned helmets wanted her for something bad—something much worse, even, than what Koinos planned to do with her. She was in the room behind the cloth shop dying wool in a boiling vat of madder when she saw them come in asking for Koinos: two warriors, tall and powerfully built, wearing helmets with huge horns. One had a gray-streaked beard; the young one had dark brown skin.

Smoke drifted into her nose and she felt her backbone tingle. Beware the swords of horn-helmed Lords;
they’ll seek to bind you with harsh cords, the voices inside her mind said, and every hair on her body stood on end. Thunder rumbled like a lion roaring a warning. Helen grabbed her cloak and ran out the back door toward the town gate, leaving behind the only life she had ever known.

Twelve years ago, Koinos found her outside those same town gates on the Pigrean Hill, where people put unwanted infants on the night of the full moon when couples who have lost a child or can’t have one of their own go out with lanterns to choose one. Those who are left behind are eaten by animals. Koinos picks all his girls that way, raises them in the nursery and, when they are four, starts training them in weaving and embroidery. “Tiny fingers,” he says, “make the best cloth!” At fourteen, the girls are sent to work in the House of Aphrodite next to the cloth shop, entertaining men. Helen has seen them go—she knows it wouldn’t have been long until she followed them.

Helen is an excellent weaver, but for months the prophetic voices that take control of her body and burst out of her mouth have been disturbing the other girls. The voices are always there, quietly listening in the fringes of her mind even when they’re not speaking. She must inhale smoke for them to spring to life, a wisp from an oil lamp or fire pit, a torch or cook pot. Lately she has been avoiding smoke whenever possible, which means also avoiding light and warmth. Even so, a draft often pushes a curl of it into her nose or mouth, and then up into her head, and immediately the voices start again. They even invade her dreams, turning them into nightmares as she shrieks out loud and wakes up the entire house.

Koinos was going to sell her to those strange men. Men seeking magic.

He was going to sell her because of the voices.

She’d had no choice but to leave.

Rain cascades off the hills, turning the dirt road into a sucking quagmire. Helen can hardly pull her feet out of the muck. How many miles has she walked? How can she keep going? Ahead on the left is a tree, leafy and wide-limbed. Perhaps she could sit beneath it awhile to get out of the driving rain. Then she smells it—the strange, fresh smell that comes just before lightning strikes.

Before she can move, a trail of blazing light zigzags through the sky and hits the tree. For a moment the bolt hovers like a giant glowing-white skein of wool, one end touching the tree, the other rising miles into the heavens. Then the tree explodes, violently flinging branches like warriors’ spears. She throws herself on the ground and covers her head. When she looks up, she sees the remains of the tree in a ball of fire, sizzling in the downpour. All around her, branches are impaled in the ground. Smoke drifts into her nostrils and her vision blurs.

Seek the palace in heaving seas

The god Poseidon embraces its knees

Kissing you with bright sea foam

He will guide you to your home.

The voices murmur through her, tingling down the lengths of her arms and legs, moving inside her like the smoke. She must seek safety by the sea.

Halicarnassus.

* * *

The morning that comes is barely a morning at all, just a slight lessening of darkness. Rain still falls in sheets. Her stomach grumbles loudly. Stumbling forward, her legs leaden, Helen finally sees the enormous walls, square towers and arched gate of the capital. The gate is open. Relief causes her to shake.

She walks past prosperous houses and shops, public baths, squares and fountains, but sees only a few individuals, holding cloaks or blankets over their heads and ducking into doorways. No merchants have set out items for sale. The outside tables at taverns are empty, and the windows of all the houses shuttered. As she walks to the harbor, she smells salt air and damp stone and wood smoke rising from roofs. She puts her hand over her nose and mouth, trying not to breathe it in. Just now, alone in broad daylight, she must avoid an episode at all costs. The men may gallop into town soon, looking for her.

At the water’s edge, she stands in nearly horizontal rain, watching dozens of boats, large and small, bumping against one another on long piers. The harbor is roughly circular, with two breakwaters of fitted stone curving in from either side of the mouth and rising about twelve feet high. They are fortified with gates and parapets and ornamented with columns that remind Helen of legs. Poseidon embraces its knees. The left breakwater connects the mainland to an island palace with towers, battlements and turrets. It must be the palace of King Mausolus and his family. Yes, that is where she is supposed to go. But the breakwater gates are closed.

To get a better look at the island, she lurches down a pier, against the wind, as boats on either side of her jostle and crash and groan, their ropes creaking. At the end of the pier, she has to lean into the wind to avoid being blown over. The water is a heaving, boiling maelstrom. Even if she could swim, she doubts she could make it across these turbulent currents.

A wave slaps her feet, another her knees. She swallows hard, trying to right herself even as the next one towers above her, slamming her onto the pier with the force of a predator pouncing, and then she’s dragged with it into the sea—helpless—as if it is taking her back to its lair to devour her. She clenches her eyes shut, the breath trapped in her lungs longing to release. The sea pummels, tosses and beats her. She is almost ready to give up, to sink deeply into this violent, roiling darkness. Her mind begins to slip away.

And then she is surfacing. Gasping. Flailing. Air hits her lungs hard, desperately.

There’s an object bobbing in her vision—a small canoe, trailing ropes. It must have come loose from the pier in the storm. Helen grabs a rope and pulls herself toward the little boat. She has no idea how to climb in, and then a large wave pushes her up and slams her inside. The force echoes along her spine. She gags, coughing up seawater, lying with her back along the bottom of the boat. The next wave thrusts the canoe toward the island, its tall crest crashing down on her like a giant hand slapping her body. Helen curls up with her palms over her face, water sloshing all around her and more of it tumbling down on her. She hears a faint whimpering, like that of a small child—dimly, she realizes the sound is coming from her. The boat rises high on swells and falls deep into troughs as the wind whistles and howls.

Finally, the canoe crunches onto land.

For a long moment—she isn’t sure how long—she simply lies there, unable to open her eyes, unable to move. But eventually she is overtaken with shivers.

She crawls out of the tiny basin and stands unsteadily. There’s a path. She staggers to it and follows it up toward a garden as leaves whip around her and branches clatter to the ground. Halfway to the palace, she collapses, unable to move.

After a time, the wind dies down and she hears the familiar sound of wood against wood—slatted shutters being opened—and a girl’s voice. “Guards! There’s a girl out there in the garden. Bring her in!”

 




Chapter Two

Three years later. Autumn 359 B.C.

Ada waits on one of five seats set in a circle in the garden, a sparrow on her shoulder, another perched on her bronze tiara. Ahead, in the harbor, boats bob up and down, their sails snapping. She hears the warbling flutter of a dove landing and turns her head. The bird, stretching its pink-gray feathers, struts toward her with a twig in its beak, jutting its head with each step.

“My lady,” Helen says from behind her, “do you want the roses to be pink or red?” The two of them have been working on a wall hanging for months now, a complex arrangement of birds, animals, fish and flowers. It will be the showpiece of the throne room once it’s finished. Ada had the loom brought out for Helen to enjoy the warm autumn day. Soon, the merciless north winds will swoop down and hold the little harbor island in their frozen grip for months. Everyone in the palace will work huddled around smoky braziers inside the thick, clammy walls. Ada hopes to spend at least a part of every day before then outside.

“Red,” she says.

When she turns back to the bird, she sees in its place her brother Idrieus standing before her, smiling, a twig in his mouth. His dark eyes crinkle into half-moons, and a dimple appears in his left cheek. Every time she sees his face—so handsome, yet warm and playful—she feels a little surge of happiness that at least one person in her family is sane and loves her.

“Very funny,” she says. Very talented is what she means to say. Of all five Hecatomnid siblings of Caria, she is the only one who can’t use her powerful Snake Blood to transform into an animal. Yet. Sometimes a portion of her can slip inside the falcons gliding over the harbor, feel the sun warming her feathers as she soars on air currents. But she is simply sharing the birds’ experiences. Her body hasn’t gone anywhere. In a trance, she was always aware of her heavy human form, breathing, shifting, murmuring. Her siblings were able to transform at fifteen or sixteen. Ada is nineteen and beginning to wonder if she will ever be able to. Some Snake Bloods never do.

Snake Bloods—those with magic of the mind—and Earth Bloods—those with magic of the physical world—are becoming more and more rare, their powers weaker, their sorcery—if they are capable of any at all—less effective. Her family is the only one left in the known world with such powerful Blood Magic. Perhaps Ada will always be weak and incompetent compared to her brothers and sister.

Idrieus spits out the twig and runs a hand through his long black curls. “They’re late,” he says, eyeing the three empty thrones.

“As always.”

“Wonder what they’re doing.”

“Don’t ask,” Ada replies before the words are out of his mouth. The oldest two, Mausolus and Artemisia, were always a bit too fond of each other. As children, they’d team up against their three younger siblings, causing trouble and blaming the little ones, devising all sorts of tortures and tricks. They’d always sided with each other over the others, and as they grew, that fondness transformed into something unnatural: lust. At the death of their parents four years ago, the newly named King Mausolus announced his betrothal to his sister, Artemisia, and the whole kingdom had been forced to celebrate their nuptials in a three-day festival. Ada still hasn’t gotten used to her sister and brother sitting side by side in the throne room as king and queen, husband and wife.

Idrieus walks to the loom and inspects Helen’s work. She looks up at him, a blush coursing through her pale cheeks. “You are the most artistic weaver I’ve ever seen,” he says, and now the blush reaches her forehead. She bends farther over her work.

Ada smiles at Helen’s shyness. Modest, hardworking, and loyal, the girl—four years younger than Ada—is everything she could have wanted in a servant or a friend. More important, whatever horrors Mausolus and Artemisia cause for Ada, she is comforted by the secret she and Helen share. A powerful secret.

It started the stormy afternoon more than three years ago when she looked out the garden window and saw a half-starved, nearly drowned girl sprawled on the path, spat out of the sea by Poseidon himself, evidently. She had the girl brought to her own chamber, dressed in dry clothing and placed in the servant’s bed. Salome lit a stick of cedar wood and waved it under her nose to ward off a cold. The girl started shaking uncontrollably, as if she was having a fit, and cried out again and again:

“Lady’s hair on the floor, shorn of her pride

She’s called rotten to the core all because she lied.”

Feverish, Ada thought, though the girl’s forehead was oddly cool. She bathed her face and chest in mint water, lit a brazier near her bed to ward off the chill and lit several oil lamps, not wanting her to wake up in the dark. Then she left her in the care of her old nurse. When she returned, Salome was sound asleep in the corner and the girl was sitting at her loom weaving, her fingers moving so quickly they were a blur. Smoke from the brazier wafted around her but she didn’t cough or turn her face. She seemed to be in a trance, eyes wide and staring straight ahead, her head cocked to one side as if she were listening to something. Then she said,

“Fly fly fly away

For you are a bird of prey.”

Bird of prey. The animal spirit of Ada’s Snake Blood. Who was this girl? How did she know? Ada tried to slip into her mind, as she could with anyone who was not a Snake Blood, but it was difficult. There was a vision of a gray-haired man holding a leather belt high, ready to bring it down as a whip. A lightning bolt hitting a tree. A whirlwind of echoing, whispering voices. That was all.

For hours Ada watched the girl weave, fascinated. She wasn’t even looking at the complicated pattern of threads and reached automatically for new colors from the side table without turning her head. When Ada lit more lamps, it seemed to make no difference to the girl who, it appeared, could have woven at more than human speed in the pitch dark.

When Ada woke with a lurch, her neck stiff from hunching in a chair, she saw that the first rays of the sun were peaking in through the cracks of the shutters. The girl was back in bed. Ada stood, stretched and walked to the loom. There was a complex and colorful design consisting of a falcon, a lioness, a wolf, a dove and a spider, a weave that should have taken several days to do. Yet the girl had done it in hours.

And she’d woven the five animal spirits of the royal siblings who ruled Caria. How did she know? No one but the family themselves knew.

The girl woke after noon, wide-eyed and scared, looking around like a cornered rabbit. Ada comforted her and offered her a plate of food, which she practically inhaled. “Your hair,” she said softly, stretching out a skeletal hand to touch Ada’s long, dark tresses, “on the floor.” Then she turned around and fell instantly asleep.

That evening, Ada told King Mausolus and Queen Artemisia that she wouldn’t be joining them for dinner because she was unwell—though the truth was that she wanted to avoid the disgusting suitors they had invited to meet her: fat old men with brown teeth, grubby hands and fish breath. When Artemisia burst into her chamber and found Ada stuffing her face with honey cakes and playing knucklebones with Salome, she took Ada’s weaving shears and started cutting off her long black hair at ear level. “This should make you happy,” she fumed, tugging and clipping. “No man wants to marry a bald girl. You know why I’m doing this? Because you lied. You’re rotten to the core.”

Ada watched her locks hitting the marble tiles with fascination, not horror. The girl had been right...had predicted this very moment.

She was an oracle, perhaps the first true oracle in centuries.

Many sanctuaries had women who inhaled smoke and crowed poetry that didn’t make any sense—at least until long afterward, when it could be construed as something that actually did happen. But this girl was genuine. She had even foreseen the actual words Artemisia would say.

Ada decided to keep Helen’s abilities secret and not even tell Idrieus. She would cultivate the girl’s gifts and protect her from Mausolus and Artemisia. She spread the word that Helen had the falling sickness and from time to time went into strange trances.

In the three years since then, Ada taught Helen to read and write. The girl learned quickly, and with proper food and rest—something she hadn’t received at Koinos’s establishment in Theangela—she soon blossomed. Tall and willowy with flawless skin, golden-brown hair and large blue eyes, she became the object of desire of serving boys and high-born visitors alike, though she ignores them all. Her sole loyalty is to Ada. Ada never had a true friend before Helen, other than Idrieus. Now she isn’t so alone anymore.

Often the two of them lock themselves in Ada’s chamber so Helen can speak with the voice of the gods about the future. And every time Ada sees the cruel beauty of Artemisia and the glinting cold eyes of Mausolus, she smiles to herself and thinks, They don’t know.

Ada pulls her shawl more tightly around her as the sparrow on her shoulder squawks in protest and hops onto the back of her chair. Though the sun is warm, the breeze off the water has something of the coming winter in it.

“You’d think,” Idrieus says, taking the seat next to hers, “after four years of marriage, they would get bored with each other.”

Ada twists her mouth in disgust. “I think their passion is fueled by their deviance,” she says.

“Deviance?” says an arch voice.

Ada and Idrieus look around in alarm. It’s Artemisia, her dark eyes narrowed, stalking out of the palace on long, lean legs. Her thick, hip-length hair floats over her back and shoulders like a shining blue-black cape, contrasting sharply with her alabaster skin, bleached daily with asses’ milk. Mausolus and his dogs follow at her heels, and behind them is the nurse, Bremusa, carrying their son in her arms. Ada’s heart skips a beat. Any mention of Artemisia’s unnatural love for her brother drives her sister to vicious madness.

“What’s this about deviance?” Mausolus asks, strutting up to his throne, his obsidian eyes flashing. Mausolus looks a great deal like the wolf he can turn into, with his long narrow face, trim black beard and sharp white teeth.

Artemisia drapes herself over him and kisses him full on the lips. “That deviance,” she says huskily. Mausolus puts an arm around her but looks at Ada coldly, and she senses he is using his Snake Blood to do something horrible. Her breath catches in her throat when she realizes the dogs are alert, as if listening to instructions. The sparrows sense it, too, and flap off in terror as the dogs spring toward Helen, sitting stunned and motionless at the loom.

“Stop!” Ada rushes toward the girl. She knocks her off her stool and covers her with her body as the dogs tear and rip and shred...the beautiful tapestry they have worked on for so long. By the time Ada rises, the masterpiece is a heap of tatters and threads on the ground.

“Next time,” Artemisia purrs, like the lioness she can become, “it will be your flesh they tear into. Or your servant’s.”

The snarling, vicious dogs would have made most children cry. But two-year-old Pytr squirms excitedly in Bremusa’s arms. She sets him down and he runs to the dogs, who are sniffling and growling over the remains of the tapestry. Then he sits in the ruins of the loom and laughs. The sound chills Ada’s spine. It’s not a normal baby laugh. It’s cold and slicing like the blade of a sword. With his pudgy legs and fingers, bouncing brown curls and big brown eyes, the outgoing toddler should be an adorable child. But he’s not. There’s something ominous about him, disturbing; at times a bone-chilling expression spreads over his chubby-cheeked face. How powerful will his Snake Blood be? How will he use it?

As Ada stands, brushing dirt and grass from her robe, she leans toward Helen and whispers, “Go to your chamber and prepare.” Obediently, Helen walks from the garden. When Ada returns to her seat, she sees that Pixodarus, the youngest brother, has taken his place on the fifth throne, a large, hairy tarantula gripping his shoulder. At eighteen, he has the dark good looks of the entire family. But he is a strange, mercurial boy, sometimes a rambunctious spoiled child, other times tormented by his Snake Blood, locking himself in a dark basement room to crawl around with the rest of his spiders.

“Well, now that we are all present, we can begin,” Mausolus says, arranging his purple robes. Seated next to him, Artemisia places her bejeweled hand on his and smiles warmly at him.

“As we all know, the Aesarian Lords are becoming more desperate to find Snake and Earth Bloods,” he says. “They are spreading out across the known world looking for those like us—threatening, kidnapping, even waging war if necessary. I never thought they would dare to attack Halicarnassus, but I’ve learned otherwise.”

Artemisia snorts. “They wouldn’t try.”

But Ada sits up straight. The Lords oppose all kinds of magic—whether it’s Blood Magic, sorcery, witchcraft, soothsaying, or even village girls cooking up love potions for fun. When Helen told Ada of the two men in horned helmets who tried to buy her from Koinos, she knew immediately that they were Aesarian Lords. They would love to get their hands on a girl with prophetic voices. But the most famous magic wielders in the world are the five Hecatomnid siblings.

“We must organize the defenses,” she says, her mind racing, “ready the navy. We must at least be prepared, if the reports Mausolus heard are true.”

Last year, when the nearby island of Kos sent an invading force, she and her siblings mounted an effective defense. At first she had been frightened, despite her ten years of training with the best battle coaches in the world on every kind of weapon and studying military stratagems with the most respected professors. She had done well against the Kosians—even Mausolus and Artemisia complimented her courage and tactics. But the Aesarian Lords, if they really did come, would be far harder to repel than five ships of angry islanders.

Mausolus waves his hand. “I have already issued orders,” he says. “But there is more we must do. We must keep our blood strong. We must not dilute it with weak blood.”

Ada shivers. When they married, Mausolus and Artemisia said it was to keep their Snake Blood strong so that the next generation would be even better able to protect Caria against enemies. She wondered, though, if this was just a noble-sounding excuse for their incest.

In her trance yesterday, Helen warned Ada that Mausolus and Artemisia were planning something horrible and the way this conversation is going, she thinks she knows what it is. Despite her rising panic, she settles her face into an expression of calm interest and says, “Our bloodline is already the strongest in the world, Mausolus. In most families Snake Blood skips generations, but in our family every member of every generation possesses it.”

Mausolus turns his burning gaze toward her. “And that, dear sister, is how I intend to keep it. You are well into marriageable age. And when arranging your marriage we must consolidate both our wealth and our bloodline.”

Ada tenses and says nothing. Unbidden, her hand reaches up to touch the silver pendant she wears on a leather thong around her neck as a protective amulet. The six-petaled Flower of Life is the symbol of Blood Magic; all five siblings have one. It is said to have varied effects on the different types of blood. For Snake Bloods, the lotus blossom prevents their powers from getting out of control. Ever since the madness and death of her parents, Ada has learned to take that danger very seriously.

Mausolus continues, “If we marry you outside the family, we will be required to give an enormous dowry and your children will have less chance of being Snake Blood. Therefore, Artemisia and I have decided that you will marry Idrieus. Next month. And beget children.”

Ada’s mouth opens, but no words come out. Yes, she loves Idrieus. He’s the only one she does love. Growing up with an insane mother and younger brother, a distant father, and older siblings sneaking off to do the unthinkable, Ada had only Idrieus. They studied with the same tutors, trained as warriors together, swam in the harbor and played practical jokes on the servants. She couldn’t imagine living without him. But as a brother.

The thought of him...of them...

Nausea rises in her throat. She glances sideways at Idrieus, whose face has become inscrutable. He will say nothing. Do whatever is necessary to keep the peace. He always does.

For years she has suppressed her rage at her older brother and sister’s cruelty, at their blatant incest. It’s very well for them, she would try to tell herself. To each his own. But now they are ordering her to become just like them.

“You cannot force me!” she says, her voice low. “It is disgusting. Unnatural.”

“You’re saying Mausolus and I are disgusting and unnatural?” Artemisia demands, rising from her throne. With her heavily lined, almond-shaped eyes and her carefully painted red lips, she is like a temple painting of an angry goddess, beautiful and dangerous.

Yes! Ada wants to roar back. But one look at Artemisia’s furious face and she doesn’t dare.

Artemisia trembles. “Isn’t this what the Olympian gods did? The Egyptian pharaohs? Brother marries sister?”

“We are neither gods nor pharaohs,” Ada points out. “And you of all people know that too much Snake Blood is dangerous. You, Artemisia, were the one who found Mother after she killed Father and herself. It took the servants a week to scrub the blood off their bedroom walls. And look at Pixodarus.”

Their youngest brother is studying a grasshopper at his feet, his eyes glazed. “Me, what?” he asks with a jolt. “What are you saying about me?”

“And Pytr?” Artemisia asks, ignoring him, her voice a crust of ice.

Pytr. The narrow-eyed child who is still gleefully stomping on the remains of the tapestry. Who could spend hours pulling the legs and wings off bugs. Who, Ada fears, will soon graduate to impaling puppies and kittens. And later, if he becomes king, people. But she doesn’t say any of this, because Artemisia is staring at her with such intense loathing that Ada feels a physical ache in her organs, as if she has just drunk poison.

Then the dogs, which had been lounging under the shade tree, leap up and circle her, baring their fangs, snarling. Idrieus quickly places himself between Ada and the dogs.

“Please, brother, sister,” he says, his voice thick with emotion. “We will do as you require.”

Artemisia’s face relaxes into a semblance of beauty. “Of course you will,” she says, setting her hand on Mausolus’s thigh. “You will be as happy as we are.”

The garden seems to spin around Ada. “Are we excused?” she asks.

Mausolus nods. “You are. For now.”

Her head pounding, Ada rushes into the palace, up the stairs and into her chamber. She slams the door shut and bolts it. Helen has already lit the fragrant cedar wood sticks in the perfume burner and is sprinkling it with frankincense and myrrh. Ada closes the window shutters and lights the lamps. Soon the room is filled with a spicy sweet aroma as Helen leans over the smoke and inhales deeply. Her eyes are closed and she starts to sway. When she opens them, she doesn’t seem to see Ada. She cocks her head as if listening intently to something far away.

“What do you hear?” Ada whispers, glancing at the bolted door.

Helen’s lips move. She blinks several times, as if she has something in her eyes. Then she says, in a small, strange voice:

“Though Ada will rule from the Carian throne

At first she cannot rule alone

A royal wedding will be her fate

One called Idrieus will be her mate.”

Ada shudders, suddenly ice-cold. Last winter Mausolus executed a murderer by tying a large stone to him and throwing him into the harbor. Now she feels that she’s the one plunging into the dark, biting depths, weighed down by dread, drowning in disgust.

“No,” Ada says, her voice sticking in her throat. “It cannot be.”

Helen blinks several times and rubs her eyes with the heels of her hands. “It will be,” she says, her face unreadable. “But I hear nothing about what happens after the wedding. We must trust in the gods.”

Ada feels as if she is going to choke on all the incense. She flings open the shutters and gulps in cool, fresh air. Circling the harbor is a kestrel, tilting its speckled wings and gliding effortlessly. Seeing it yanks at her heart. If she were ever the type to cry, she would now. Instead, she feels only a painful compression in her chest, a fluttering of trapped wings.

The bird knows true freedom. And Ada never will.

 




Chapter Three

A few weeks later

From the roof of the breakwater parapet, Ada holds her breath as the fleet of twenty-one military triremes heads her way, oars rising and dipping into the choppy sapphire water. The black sails swell with wind, and the Aesarian flags—five flames and a crescent moon—snap on the masts.

She swallows hard, finding her voice. “Signal the palace!”

A soldier raises a polished silver shield, reflecting the sun. A moment later, a blinding flash appears on the highest tower of the palace. Idrieus is ready. The palace battlements bristle with archers taking their positions among the bulky forms of catapults.

Another shield flashes, this one on the breakwater parapet on the other side of the narrow entrance harbor. Mausolus is ready.

“Signal the city,” she commands. Her blood throbs in her veins and a brief wave of dizziness passes over her. She flexes her hands to center herself in the here and now. Last year when she stood at precisely this spot and watched the Kosians sailing toward her, she felt her heart stutter in fear. But today she experiences something more like the bracing rush she used to feel when she and Idrieus would dive into the freezing ocean from the cliffs of Cnidus, their summer palace. Or maybe this is the sensation right before the jump—both terror and anticipation morphing into a physical compulsion toward the inevitable plunge.

The worst part of any battle, she reminds herself, is waiting for the fighting to begin. Once swords are drawn and arrows fly, she will have no time for any thought other than how to survive the next few seconds.

Two bright flashes appear in response to the signal this time, one from the harbor, where Artemisia has stationed archers and catapults on the roofs of taverns and houses, and another from the city walls up on the hill, where Pixodarus is stationed.

The Aesarian ships pause about fifty feet from the harbor entrance. When a merchant ship first brought word yesterday of Aesarian triremes massing at Crete, Mausolus commandeered every ship in the harbor over the howls of their captains and chained them together in two rows between the breakwaters.

Three Aesarian vessels catapult clay pots of what must be incendiary material onto the chained ships. Archers in the rigging loose burning arrows at the empty vessels, but when they land, the fires sputter and go out. Mausolus had the Carian ships coated with alum, a crystal found in the craters of volcanoes and used in tanning and dyeing. Mixed with water and painted on wood, it is a highly effective fire retardant.

Ada studies the enemy vessels. Some of them must be rammers, with eight-foot bronze blades on the bow that rip open ships just below the waterline. But it would be useless to ram the chained vessels. Even if they managed to sink some, there would just be a chained, half-sunk mess blocking the harbor entrance. They will have to try to storm the palace island and the breakwaters that encircle the harbor like white marble arms

What the Aesarians don’t know is that the eighteen ships of the Carian navy have gathered beyond the wooded headland on the far side of the main harbor in the little anchorage where merchant ships wait for a place to unload their wares along the crowded piers of the city. Mausolus has disguised the military vessels as cargo ships flying the merchant flags of Athens, Egypt, Persia and many other places. Since only military triremes have oars, all the oars have been pulled inside and the oar holes covered with wood that matches the rest of the ships.

Most of the warriors are hidden below decks. A few soldiers, barefoot and wearing ragged tunics and dirty head scarves, loll about the the shipdecks drinking from goatskins, munching on cheese, or playing at dice. Anyone spying on them from the hills behind the harbor will believe they are harmless sailors.

As she expected, the Aesarian fleet is stymied and forced to break into two groups. One group heads for Ada’s breakwater and the other makes for the palace island.

“Archers!” she cries. “Fire at the sails.”

A flood of flaming arrows arcs over the water. The Lords standing on the decks hold up their long shields to deflect them, though two archers in the rigging are struck and fall down. A few arrows embed in the black sails. But not one of them catches fire.

“Coated with vinegar,” Ada mutters, almost spitting in disgust. They’ll have to change tactics, and quickly. “Catapult!” she shouts, hoping it’s not too soon to put them to use. The ships must be at just the right distance. Timing, her old tactics professor, the retired Persian General Mithrobarzanes, used to say, can be more important in a battle than the number of men and the quality of their weapons.

Ada’s men adjust the angle of the launcher and the tension of the ropes. Then they heave a large round rock covered in pitch into the cradle. Ada takes a flaming torch from the wall hook and sets it alight. A foul smoke drifts upward, burning her nostrils.

“Fire!” she cries, and the flaming rock hurtles through the air. It falls into the sea between two ships, water hissing and bubbling in its wake. “Again!” she commands. The second rock crashes into the stern of a ship, causing damage but not enough to sink it. The crew smothers the flames by tipping barrels of sand on them. Ada curses beneath her breath. Catapults are designed for hurling against walls or into densely massed armies, not hitting specific targets.

The third rock, however, flies through a mainmast and snaps it in half, sending archers in the rigging falling to the deck and trapping other warriors beneath splintered wood and nets. The fourth tears through two decks and out the bottom, causing the ship to list and the men to scramble onto another ship that pulls close to them.

Meanwhile, the second grouping of Aesarian ships has reached the palace and weighed anchor. Soldiers jump into the waist-high water, arrows whizzing around them on all sides, while their comrades on board pass down what look like giant tortoise shells with ladders strapped on top. Six men take refuge under each one and start slogging through the water toward shore. Blazing boulders rain down from the palace towers but miss the wading men. Then one of them hits a ship dead center and explodes. The men on deck jump overboard, some of them on fire, and continue to burn even underwater. Nearby ships heave away to avoid the shooting flames.

Naphtha. The thick explosive oil that bubbles to the surface at some holy wells in Colchis, the wild land of the Amazons. Mausolus had some brought in at great expense. When prepared for military use, naphtha is so wildly combustible that soldiers are terrified to come near it. Ada refused to have it on her breakwater. A spark, hot sunlight—anything could cause it to burst into flame and kill everyone nearby. Water only makes it burn hotter.

By now, a couple dozen Aesarian Lords have made it to shore under their giant shields, headed toward the palace. Which means Idrieus will be at the forefront of the battle. And Helen is there, though hidden in a secret passage, as are all women and children. Defenders on the palace towers rain down rocks, hot tar and arrows on the Lords, but the Lords hold their shields above their heads with one hand and climb with the other. Several have already managed to leap over the battlements. A shrieking human torch—she can’t tell whether it’s Carian or Aesarian—has obviously come into contact with the naphtha and throws itself off the tower.

At the same time, the ships in front of Ada are firing flaming arrows and rocks at her parapet. A ship anchors just below her, and the Lords—close enough now that she can see their grim, determined faces under horned helmets, can even, she’s sure, smell their sweat and the bubbling vat of tar near the mainmast—begin to hoist an enormous wooden staircase, which crashes down on the breakwater railing.

Below her, Carian defenders spring to action. Swords flash in the bright sunshine. The sound of iron meeting iron rings out. Ada knows that flaming arrows would be a waste of time—the staircase is likely coated in alum or vinegar. But now two more ships push out their staircases and drop them on the breakwater as an unending stream of Aesarians pours out of them. The Carian soldiers are quickly becoming overwhelmed. Several Lords, carrying what looks like a battering ram in a sling, run toward the palace gates.

“Follow me!” she cries, as she grabs her shield, raises her sword and races down the winding parapet staircase out into the fray of battle. She ducks as an Aesarian spear sails through the space where her head had been. “Protect the gates!” She runs through the din and screams and chaos, pausing only to stab a Lord in the back as he bends over a wounded Carian soldier to cut his throat. Just before the gate, she catches up to the men carrying the battering ram and yells, “Put it down! You shall not enter!”

The men turn, set down their burden and start to laugh.

A cold dread fills her as she turns to command her men... They are gone: cut down behind her or caught up in fighting. She is alone. Surrounded by Aesarian Lords.

The circle of men closes in on her slowly, tauntingly, as if they are enjoying her helplessness.

“We know who you are,” hisses one with cold gray eyes. “The Snake Blood, Ada of Caria.”

“Surrender and we swear on the sacred torch of the Aesarians that we will not kill you,” says a Lord with a long, bushy red beard and harsh accent.

Of course you won’t, Ada thinks. She knows better than anyone what the Lords do to bearers of magic. She’s heard the stories. They’ll take her to Nekrana to torture her, experiment on her.

She clears her throat and raises her gaze to the Lord’s eyes. “I would rather die here and now, fighting for my people and my freedom, than allow you to capture me.”

This is it. She’s only nineteen. She has never known what it is to love a man. She has never ruled Caria as she always dreamed she would. But she will die a good death. A brave death. Maybe this is how she will free herself from marrying her own brother. For the first time, perhaps one of Helen’s prediction was wrong.

She raises her sword to strike the cold-eyed Lord, knowing the others will leap in and finish her off. There is no place for her to go.

But then she sees a kestrel circling overhead. A part of her eases beneath its feathers and feels its beating heart, the joy of the sun on its face and the wind in its wings.

No place to go...except up.

As the Lords rush at her, she tries to release the panic gripping her, paralyzing her, and free her mind—the most important step in exercising Snake magic. The mind must be unencumbered, she knows, must both strain and yet give in, remaining both focused and open.

Suddenly, the Lords seem to freeze in place. On the cheekbone of a young Lord diving toward her with sword raised, she notices a drop of blood sliding from an angry purple bruise. The Lord next to him wears a helmet that has lost one of its twisting black horns, and he looks oddly unbalanced, comical even. She wants to laugh. Before she can ask herself what is happening, a wave of heat rolls through her, a surge of raw, primal power so overwhelming, she feels as if she will burst right out of her fevered, tingling skin.

And then the unthinkable happens. She is all air, all flight, all upward motion as she surges out of her body. Except there is no body, just armor—sword, shield, breastplate, helmet, leather skirt, greaves, boots—all clattering to the ground in a heap. The Lords cry out in their different native tongues and point to her, a bird, soaring upward to where the other kestrel flies. She has done it.

She has transformed. For the very first time.

She is a bird, winging her way on air currents, watching the sun glinting off water and swords. The people beneath her, engaged in a life-or-death struggle that a moment ago seemed so vital, are quite small and unimportant. An arrow whistles by her head. She caws and flies higher, the wind rushing against her and through her, a part of her.

She tilts her wings and circles the harbor, noticing the triremes sailing out of the small harbor proudly flying the Carian flag—a black double-headed ax on a red background—as white oars dip into the rough, sparkling water. Good, she thinks. She is tempted to fly away from the battle, into the mountains or across the sea, and never come back.

But something nags at her. Idrieus. Helen. She can’t leave them. She dives down and sees a pitched battle at the gates between the breakwater and the island. Her men have caught up with the Lords who tried to kill her, swords ringing against swords or thwacking against shields, and the battering ram lies abandoned on the flagstones. On top of the main tower of the palace is Idrieus, his golden, blue-crested helmet shining in the sun, ably fighting an Aesarian Lord as pockets of other fighters slash, retreat and advance all around him.

Suddenly she sees a tiny form darting amid the fray, and her heart nearly stops. Pytr.

His nurse dashes after him but stops, clearly horrified by the blood and bodies and violence before her eyes. Bremusa’s wrinkled face is stamped with shock—her choice is to die trying to save the child or to live forever with the guilt. Caught between two impossibilities, she freezes like a marble statue, mouth open, hands extended.

Idrieus acts quickly, racing toward his nephew. An Aesarian Lord with skin as black as night lunges after him with a long spear, its point not the normal iron but white as bone. Ada’s pulse jumps as she recognizes what it is: a stingray spine. Once, to demonstrate the deadliness of stingray poison, her poisons master, the eunuch Oburzus, stabbed a large, healthy tree with one. Within hours the tree was withering, its branches sagging, its leaves shriveling and falling off. By the next day it was stone dead.

She swoops down, feeling the air rush against her neck feathers, savoring the surge of power in every dive and lift, and yet terrified, too—it is alien to move through space without human hands, weaponless, just a small creature compared to a man, trusting in the wind. Still, she’s agile and determined. She targets the Lord chasing Idrieus, aiming her beak at the Lord’s eyes, almost impaling herself on his high white horns. He waves her away with powerful arms. Beneath his horned helmet she see the exposed dark brown flesh of the neck and rips into it, carrying off a piece in her beak.

The taste of human flesh and the smell of blood make her dizzy. She tilts, swooping low. The Lord shrieks as blood spurts from his neck, and he hits her hard with his shield, causing her to fall, flapping against the battlements, pain shooting through her left wing.

Idrieus throws down his heavy shield to grab Pytr and carries him toward the tower door. The dark Lord calls to him, clutching his wounded neck with one hand. Idrieus should transform, escape, flee. She knows he can. But then he’d have to abandon Pytr. Instead, he lets Pytr slide down and pushes him toward the safety of the palace as he raises his sword and turns. But the Lord’s spear is more than twice as long as Idrieus’s weapon and he sends it hurtling through the air before Idrieus can react. He tries to deflect it with his own sword to no avail.

Ada wrestles with her injured wing, trying to focus, cawing with all her might, her cries mingling with her young nephew’s screams. Her throat and chest burn raw from the effort, but even as she takes off toward Idrieus, she sees the very instant that certainty registers in her beloved brother’s eyes...and then the stingray spine sinks deep into Idrieus’s chest. He falls backward, eyes open-wide.

Still screaming and cawing and flapping her injured wing, she lands beside her brother’s dying body—too late.

In the same sequence of horror, another Lord lunges in and picks up the screaming Pytr. Muscles bulging, he hurls the child off the tower wall.

Numbly, Ada sees the tiny boy flail, helpless, like a doll thrown by an angry child, his cry fading like a whistle into the air. The small body hits the ground and doesn’t stir.

For a moment, all is silent.

Ada cannot return to her human form. She is stuck, trapped, injured, unable to move.

In the past, whatever horrible thing happened—their mother’s madness, her murder of their father followed by her suicide, the revolting marriage of Mausolus and Artemisia—Idrieus was always there for her. Always. Her closest brother and best friend.

Now he is forever frozen in death.

The dark Lord turns toward Ada, clearly recognizing that she is more than a normal bird, and raises his sword. She leaps, unconvinced that her injured wing will still carry her. But it does, somehow. Despite the stabbing pain, she rises into the air as another Lord grabs a bow slung over his shoulder and reaches for his quiver. She flies past the battlement and begins to plummet, her heart heavy as a stone, but then, even though waves of liquid agony shoot from her wing, she lifts herself up, up, over the harbor and into the piercing blue.

As she circles the harbor she sees the Carian fleet bearing down on the enemy, its red sails full-bellied. Battle drums pound the beat for the rowers. The ghostly moans of the salpinx, a four-foot-long bronze trumpet, drift up to her, and soldiers bang their swords on their shields chanting prayers to Ares, God of War.

She circles and soars as swords flash on some ships, and others list and sink, while still others limp out to sea. By late afternoon the battle of Halicarnassus is over. The rest of her family—and the Carian fleet—are safe again. For now.

Years ago, Hapu, her Egyptian spell master, told her of an ancient, forgotten enchantment that one Snake Blood can perform on another to trap that person in animal form. But now she asks herself if she can stay in this form forever of her own will, flying over oceans and mountains, through sunshine and misty cloud and cool rain, and never return.

A realization dawns on her: she understands why she didn’t transform until the moment of dire necessity. It was because some watchful, silent part of her knew she might not ever come back once she experienced pure freedom, and she didn’t want to leave Idrieus. With her brother dead, now she has even less reason to return. And she knows that Mausolus and Artemisia, distraught over the loss of their son and heir, will be more tyrannical than ever before.

But she cannot leave Helen with their jealousy. Who knows what they’d do to the girl if they knew what she was.

As dusk falls, she finally sees her. She has come out of hiding and now stands on the roof of one of the palace towers, bodies still strewn about, blood staining stone.

Draped in a heavy shawl against the chilly evening air, Helen’s eyes find Ada’s in the air. Solemnly, she raises up an arm.

Ada flies lower. She is not aware that she has chosen to return to human form. But she finds herself standing in front of Helen, weighed down by human flesh once more. She puts her hands on her face, her chest. Yes, she is back. Then she crumples to the stone floor. Her body shakes but no sound comes out. She feels Helen wrapping her shawl around her and murmuring.

Then there is a wailing sound so heart-wrenching, it freezes the blood. Ada lifts her head. It is coming from somewhere in the palace.

“Artemisia,” Helen whispers.

Ada can hardly even think of Pytr, Artemisia’s little boy. Not when the image of Idrieus falling backward, the poisonous blade pierced straight through his chest, remains stuck in her mind and heart. She’s unable to dislodge it, unable to think of anything else.

“He was all...I...had,” she says, her eyes hot, her throat numb. She can’t put the shock into words.

“Not all.” Helen kneels, stroking Ada’s hair, pulling it back from her face. “For whatever it’s worth, you have me. You saved my life, gave me a home and friendship, and showed me the whole world by teaching me to read. I am your devoted servant, Ada. Forever.”

Ada pushes herself to her knees, still unable to clear her head. “I know,” she manages, grasping Helen’s hand. “You are all I have left.” A horrifying thought passes through her, so revolting she almost can’t say it. “Pixodarus... I...I fear they will make us...”

She looks into Helen’s eyes, desperate for reassurance, unable to put the words together, hoping Helen understands the unthinkable fear she is feeling. A mix of revulsion and bile rises in her throat. Being forced into wedlock with a beloved brother and dear friend made her feel ill with discomfort. But that was nothing compared to the dark twisting in her gut now, when she thinks of her youngest brother, Pixodarus, and the idea that the elder two might now force her to marry him. He with the cold eyes and pale face and bony hands and disturbing fixations... The last brother. The brother she both pities and fears.

Helen gently pulls Ada to her feet. “I think they know he is in no condition to beget children,” she says. “At eighteen he has shown no romantic interest in anyone. Other than, well, his spiders.”

“But what of the prophecy? Your voice said I would marry Idrieus.” Helen’s predictions are never wrong.

Helen squints into the distance. “Let us examine what the voices said. ‘A royal wedding will be her fate. One called Idrieus will be her mate.’” She bites her lip in concentration. “The voice didn’t say ‘Idrieus will be her mate.’ It said ‘one called Idrieus.’ That choice of phrasing is strange, isn’t it? Perhaps Idrieus and yet not Idrieus—”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean...” Helen walks slowly to the battlements and looks out. “What if everyone simply believed you were marrying Idrieus? Wouldn’t that have the same effect?”

“But how would—”

“What if you were to marry a man who resembled Idrieus? Someone of roughly the same age, height and weight, the same dark curly hair and handsome smile.” She turns to Ada. “Surely it couldn’t be hard to find such a man.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Ada agrees, trying to picture this. “But what purpose would it serve?”

“It would serve to tell the Aesarian Lords the family’s Snake Blood is more powerful than they thought, that the Hecatomnids have the magical ability to cure themselves of what should be fatal wounds. The Lords know Idrieus was stabbed with a stingray spine, the deadliest kind of poison. It would frighten them to hear he is still alive. They would be terrified of all of you. And that would satisfy the wishes of Mausolus and Artemisia. And save you from marrying Pixodarus.”

“Yes,” Ada says slowly, joining Helen at the battlements. Some men are unchaining the merchant ships blocking the harbor entrance while others raise their sails. In the harbor itself, residents have come out of their houses to swarm the taverns and piers, carrying torches and singing the victory paean. Celebrating the living.

While Ada is planning to marry the dead.

“And a royal wedding would cheer the people of Caria after this day of fear and blood,” Helen continues. “Such a wedding would also put you in a position, one day, to rule, just as you’ve dreamed.”

Ada turns to stare at Helen’s profile as the wind bats her long hair around her face. “Just as you’ve spoken,” she replies.

 




Chapter Four

One month later

Smoke from the bronze bridal tripods on the dais wafts around the throne room and up through the holes in the roof. Helen rubs her nose and turns her head. The last thing she wants is to go into a trance in full view of hundreds of people. She is standing behind Ada, who is seated on a throne wearing the purple gown, high crown and yellow veil of a bride. Next to Ada is her groom, the handsome dock worker Axion, who greatly resembles Idrieus, wearing a groom’s blazing-white tunic and crown of bright green myrtle leaves. Next to them are Mausolus, Artemisia and Pixodarus.

It was Helen who found Axion in the harbor when she went down to watch a Phoenician ship unloading elephant tusks. Instead of looking at the long curves of shining ivory, she found herself drawn to one of the dock workers staggering under the weight of a tusk, clad only in a loincloth, sweat dripping off his tanned, muscular back. As he and the other porter settled their burden into a cart, he noticed her staring at him open-mouthed and smiled, his eyes crinkling into half-moons and a dimple appearing in his left cheek.

Idrieus. He looked just like Idrieus. Maybe a bit shorter, but if they gave him a good shave and washed off all the dirt—

His dark eyes raked over her and she felt the same blush rising in her cheeks that she used to feel when the real Idrieus looked at her. She waited until he finished unloading the ship. Then, stammering like a fool, told him she had a proposition to make, which made him grin even wider. She settled him at a table laden with wine and food at one of the harbor taverns while she raced back to the palace and got Ada.

Upon seeing him, Ada’s expression slid from curiosity to joy to loss to cunning. They had found their new Idrieus. As for Axion, he was more than willing to pretend to be the prince and live a life of ease instead of backbreaking work in the harbor. But the minute he opened his mouth, anyone would have known he wasn’t the prince by his thick peasant drawl. Part of their agreement was that Axion would never speak out loud in front of anyone except the family until he learned to conquer his accent in private lessons with Ada. Mausolus put the word out that Idrieus’s near-fatal wound from the stingray spine had transformed him in some ways, including causing the loss of his voice.

On this, the third and final day of the wedding, festoons of gold-fringed purple cloth cover the walls, and the room is bursting with guests. Helen sees a gray-haired woman, probably a great beauty forty years ago, her face pinched with jealousy as she stares at a pretty blond girl nearby. Beyond her is a plump, red-faced man slipping a silver knife into the folds of his tunic while a servant in the corner takes a swig from a wine jug before offering it to a rowdy table of well-dressed merchants.

Helen had never been to a wedding before living here with Ada. Nobody wanted to marry Koinos’s girls, and they weren’t allowed to have friends outside of his establishment. In Halicarnassus she attended a few weddings with the royal family, noble girls whose fathers threw lavish celebrations. But nothing had approached the extravagance of a royal wedding.

Two days ago, they celebrated the proaulia in this hall. Ada dedicated a long lock of her hair to the goddesses Artemis and Aphrodite, as a symbol of her virginity, lifted her sheer yellow veil and officially became a married woman. Then sixteen men carried in an entire roasted ox on a platter. When the cook slit it open, a roasted boar was inside, steaming with garlic and onions, and inside the boar was a roasted sheep. A goose, dripping with savory fat and herbs, emerged from the sheep, a chicken from the goose, and a partridge from the chicken. The guests marveled and clapped at this culinary masterpiece, while Helen felt a slight pulse of nausea.

Yesterday was the gamos, the wedding day itself, where the bride and groom separately took ritual baths for fertility and made sacrifices to the gods and goddesses at the major temples in Halicarnassus, followed by another feast. Despite the chilly weather, Helen sweated profusely during this initial public display of Axion as Idrieus, fearful that someone would step up and accuse him of being an imposter. But no one noticed, or if anyone did they had too much good sense to say anything. Besides, most citizens of Halicarnassus only ever saw their rulers riding by or climbing temple steps at a distance.

Mixed in with her nervousness that day was something else, something even more upsetting. Helen realized she was envious—no, outright jealous—of the bride, even though Ada claimed to have no particular interest in Axion. Helen found she couldn’t resist staring at him, the shape of his calves, the width of his shoulders, the curve of his jaw. When the real Idrieus was alive, she tried to curb her fantasies about him, a royal prince, so far above herself in status. But in the past few days she has allowed herself to dream about the false one, the dock worker, a nobody like herself. Ever since the day she found Axion in the harbor, she has wondered what it would be like to feel the heat of his breath on her neck, the weight of his body on hers, the warmth of his hands running over her skin.

She can’t stop wondering if her interest is returned. Is it her imagination, or do the groom’s dark eyes meet hers more than is proper? Does he flash her a smile a bit too often across a crowded room? And when he looks at her, is that warmth merely gratitude for plucking him from obscurity and making him a prince? Or is it something else? Even though he’s marrying the magnificent Ada, does Axion wonder what it would be like to taste Helen’s lips? Feel her body beneath his?

Though Helen prepared Ada for the nuptial chamber last night, she’s not certain if the bride and groom actually fulfilled their conjugal duties as the wedding is, in a sense, a charade. It’s not a question Helen can ask her. But after the Aesarian battle, Ada confided in Helen her fear of dying without ever having made love to a man. Perhaps now, married to a handsome man who is not her brother, she no longer has that fear. Helen lay awake all last night, thinking about what was going on in that bedroom, imagining everything from rattling snores to rapturous cries, but mostly picturing herself under the blankets with him.

Helen knows she shouldn’t even think of such things. She must never experience physical love or the gods will find her polluted, unworthy; at least, that is what Ada taught her from her vast tomes on the histories of oracles. She must keep herself a pure vessel for the gods to speak through. Years ago, the girls who worked in Koinos’s House of Aphrodite had told Helen such awful things about what men did to women, she had trouble imagining herself being even vaguely interested until recently. But now, at fifteen, she knows boys look at her differently than they used to; she catches them staring at her shapely arms, her long neck and loose braid, her firm breasts. Still, it’s all for nothing. She is a freak of nature, doomed to remain a virgin for life. She might as well be as ugly as a Gorgon. It would be easier that way.

A whiff of smoke from the braziers curls its way into her nose and she coughs, swaying slightly. She must not...must not. She concentrates on the guests lined up to offer bridal gifts. Ada told her that today would be the most fun of all three days because it is the epaulia, the feast of gift-giving, when foreign ambassadors try to outdo one another with the most extravagant presents. And because this is a royal marriage, protocol requires that anyone giving a gift to the bride and groom bestow an even better one on the king and queen.

Rubbing her nose, Helen studies the first ambassador, a thickset man with pale gray eyes and long red braids from the kingdom of Thessaly. He snaps his fingers, and servants open the double doors from the courtyard. Grooms lead in a prancing matched black pair of his country’s famous horses for the newly married couple and a matched pair of whites for the king and queen. All four horses wear red leather bridles and saddles decorated with solid-gold rosettes. Mausolus is thrilled, popping up from his throne to examine his pair. For perhaps the first time ever, Helen shares his opinion. She has never seen creatures so beautiful, so godlike, with perfectly chiseled heads, rolling dark eyes and long muscular legs. She can picture them with wings, drawing divine chariots up to Mount Olympus.

A dignified olive-skinned man with a neatly trimmed black beard announces himself as the ambassador of the Great King, Artaxerxes of Persia and unrolls robes of deep red silk for Ada and Artemisia, a material worth many times its weight in gold as it is woven by little worms on the other side of the world and travels a year on the back of a camel to reach civilization. Artemisia is delighted, clapping her smooth, bleached-white hands, while Ada merely nods. For Mausolus and the groom, he has brought gold crowns studded with gold-veined blue lapis lazuli mined in Bactria.

Helen feels a tingling up and down her backbone. Lights pulse in front of her eyes, which have started to water from the smoke. Oh please no...
Not yet.
Wait.
Just a little.
It can’t happen now, in front of the entire royal family and all these guests.
It simply can’t. Her heart hammers in her chest like a battle drum. Don’t let your thoughts wander.
Concentrate on something here, now.

Helen forces her thoughts to the next ambassador approaching the dais, Kurush of Cyprus. He is a surprise guest who arrived yesterday, explaining that he had just been appointed and set out immediately to attend the Carian royal wedding. Helen finds him somewhat repellant, an unctuous, pudgy little man with thick lips and a neat curved beak of a nose. He bows deeply as his servant, a thin youth with stiff yellow hair like hay, appears holding a basket. Kurush pulls out a heavy silver kylix, a flat ceremonial drinking cup, the bowl fluted like flower petals, and the foot studded with fat turquoise gems. He hands it to Artemisia, who smiles. Then he hands identical ones to Ada and Axion. Their servants rush to fill them with wine.

“For the king,” he says, snapping his fingers. Next, his servant presents a heavy bronze casket. From it, Kurush procures a rich cloak of the deepest, most expensive Tyrian royal purple. It is embroidered in gold thread with dozens of double-headed axes, the symbol of Caria, and sewn with pearls. The collar and hem are of thick white fur.

The guests ooh and ahh. Even Mausolus seems mightily pleased; when he turns his head to speak to his wife, Helen notices his normally twisted half grin is now wide and genuine, the way she has seen him look when leaving Artemisia’s bedchambers just before dawn. He beckons Kurush for a closer look. As the ambassador walks halfway up the steps to the dais, the embroidery glitters in the light of torches and the bars of sunlight slanting in from smoke holes. Heavy perfume rises from the purple cloth, which has an oddly white shimmer.

Helen’s whole body is tingling now, her head pounding. She closes her eyes and rubs her forehead. No matter how she turns her head, smoke from the tripods drifts into her nose along with something else, an irritating and unpleasant smell she can’t quite identify. Refuse the gifts of Medea, the voices inside her head commands. Remember Princess Glauke.

When Koinos’s girls received gifts from married clients, they used to wonder aloud if they were “gifts to Glauke,” a princess whom, according to the myths, King Jason wanted to take as his second wife. His jealous first wife, Medea, sent a gorgeous robe to Glauke that burned her flesh and spawned a raging inferno throughout the palace. And indeed, sometimes the petty wives of their best customers sent wine and honey cakes to the brothel, “gifts” that ended up giving the girls painful diarrhea for hours.

Helen tries to concentrate on old memories—the humorous images of wives trying to barge inside the House of Aphrodite and nab their husbands, Koinos beating them off with a fire poker—to suppress the upward rush of the voices within her. No one knows she is an oracle. Ada has stressed the urgency of never letting Mausolus or Artemisia know. She will keep the voice inside her, push it down, step on it. She will think instead about the time that Koinos... But the voices thrusts themselves back, louder now, screeching at her about Medea and death. The voices are so insistent she wonders if they will crack her skull open if she doesn’t say what they are commanding her to say. There’s an increasing pressure behind her eyes, a heat in the back of her neck. Dizziness. She won’t be able to fight them off for long. Sweat pours off her face. Her robe clings to the stickiness of her body.

Against her will, she walks to the front of the dais, pulled by an outside force like one of those wooden puppets on strings sold in the market square to children. Her vision clears enough to see dozens of faces with wide eyes and open mouths, stunned that a servant has walked in front of the king and queen. Against her will, her right arm lifts, and her finger uncurls one knuckle at a time and points at the cloak.

“Refuse the gifts of Medea,” she thunders in a voice not at all like her own, a voice that rings throughout the throne room and echoes off the walls, “for they bring death!”

She hears Ada’s gasp and three silver kylixes thrown to the floor. Then the room is smothered in silence. Always suspicious of treachery, Mausolus stands beside Helen and says, “Do they? And is this such a gift? Well, perhaps the ambassador will try on the cloak first.”

The man chuckles and nods. “Of course, Your Highness. There is no harm in the cloak.” He throws it around his sloping shoulders, raises his arms in a gesture of I
told you so, and smiles broadly, turning around to show the guests.

Mausolus’s face flushes red as he turns to Helen. “You stupid girl!” he growls. “To insult an ambassador like that! It is customary in Caria to execute false prophets to stop their lies.”

Helen trembles. The voices are always right. The cloak is deadly. Is the ambassador wearing some kind of antidote?

Ada is standing on her other side, staring at Kurush. “The clasps,” she says softly. Helen notices they are not of gold and jewels to match the richness of the rest of the cloak. The clasps are double-headed axes carved from a plain gray stone that looks like flint, backed by iron buttons.

Ada clears her throat and says loudly, “He didn’t close the clasps.”

The ambassador blanches. “The clasps?” he asks, fumbling with them. “But they are just... But why...” Glistening beads of sweat break out on his forehead and his plump, soft hands start to shake.

Mausolus unsheathes his ceremonial sword and strides down the steps. “Close the clasps,” he says between gritted teeth.

Instead of closing the clasps, the ambassador tries to fling the cape off his shoulders.

“Guards!” cries the king. “Help Ambassador Kurush wear his cloak properly.”

A guard steps forward and wraps the cloak tightly about the squirming little man. Another guard hooks the clasps...and as one half of the clasp strikes against the other half, sparks ignite. The guards leap back in surprise before they have finished closing the clasps. Already, Kurush’s cloak has caught fire, and it’s unstoppable.

Uttering a bone-chilling scream that Helen knows will haunt her nightmares the rest of her life, Kurush turns spastically this way and that, waving his flaming arms as guests push themselves against the walls, toppling over benches. His servant grabs a pitcher of water from a table and throws it on him, but the flames only burn hotter.

“Naphtha,” Ada says barely above a whisper, her fingernails digging into Helen’s arm.

Shrieking even more loudly, the ambassador races out of the double doors to the main palace courtyard, crackling and popping like a fast-burning log.

“Slaves! Bring sand!” Mausolus calls as the men pick up buckets kept on hand for any sudden conflagration, and race toward the doors. “And don’t get too near him. I don’t want the entire palace catching fire.”

As the guests flood into the courtyard, Mausolus’s eyes fix on Helen, then shift to Ada. “I want the two of you in my small council chamber. Now.”

Moments later, Helen is seated with all five royal siblings at a round table with a view of the harbor. She has been here before but in the role of servant, waiting silently in the corner to pour wine or fetch food while the siblings discuss trade and taxes. Never before has she sat at the table or endured an interrogation. Axion gives her an encouraging smile, but even that doesn’t warm her blood, which seems to be rapidly turning to ice. Because now Axion knows she’s a freak. An oddity. An aberration.

The king turns to Helen, and she feels as if he is whipping her savagely with his eyes. “How did you know the cloak was poisoned?” he asks. “Were you in on the plot? Did you have second thoughts? Hope I would reward you for saving my life?”

“I...” Helen’s mind races. The voices were beyond her control. But now that she thinks back, there were clues all along that something was wrong with the cloak. “I have a very strong sense of smell, Your Highness. And underneath all the perfume, I smelled something rotten—sulfur, I think. And something else just like the nostril-burning odor I noticed when you had the naphtha brought in to make fire coatings for the weapons last month. And then, in the torchlight, I saw a white sheen on the cloak. I didn’t recognize it immediately, but it must have been quicklime.”

His gaze slides to Ada. “How did you know the clasps would set it off?”

Ada shrugs. “Once Helen warned you, and the man put the cloak on, I, too, smelled the chemicals and wondered why it wasn’t exploding. Then I saw that the clasps were actually a fire-starter set of flint and iron.”

“You’re lying,” Artemisia snaps. “This is not a simple case of astute observation. I heard the girl’s voice when she issued the warning. It wasn’t a warning so much as a prophecy, and the voice wasn’t hers. It was deeper, richer, more powerful. Her posture was completely different. Can’t you see? This girl is an oracle of the gods.”

Silence falls on the room as Helen feels the breath knocked out of her. What will they do to her? Ada has always said—

“That’s ridiculous,” Ada says, shifting in her chair. “Everyone knows there hasn’t been a true oracle for centuries. Even the Pythian priestess of Delphi is a demented old crone babbling nonsense. Helen, my weaver, an oracle? Artemisia, you must be losing your mind.”

“You kept it from us, didn’t you?” Artemisia says, leaning forward, her red mouth parted to reveal small white teeth. “You have been using her for yourself all this time. How long has she been here? Three years?”

Chills run up Helen’s spine. Her eyes flit from Ada—who is making a tremendous effort

“Right now the servant girl is not our primary concern,” he tells his wife. “Clearly, Kurush—if that’s even his name—wasn’t the Cypriot ambassador. We will question the imposter’s servants to see if they know what has befallen the true ambassador, but it is most likely that they are all new hires and know nothing.”

Helen’s pulse thrums. If Kurush wasn’t sent by Cyprus, who was he working for? Whoever it was, they must have paid him a fortune to deliver the cloak, which he must have thought Mausolus would try on after the feast, long after Kurush had secretly shipped out.

Artemisia leans forward, eyes flashing. “He was an imposter sent by the Aesarian Lords to kill you,” she says. “They couldn’t conquer us in battle, so they resorted to trickery.”

Mausolus nods. “I agree. It’s the most likely explanation. We must ask ourselves what’s to stop them from trying again.” He looks around the table and his gaze settles on Helen, who feels the full brunt of its weight. “If we turn over a true oracle to the Aesarian Lords...” He drums his bejeweled fingers on the table. “That would certainly help seal a treaty. They would have something rare and precious for their experiments on magic wielders and wouldn’t have to send us any more poison cloaks.”

Turn her over to the Aesarian Lords, the same men who tried to buy her from Koinos three years ago? Had she simply forestalled her fate that night of the storm? Now it is here again, ready to snatch her back. She turns in panic to Ada for comfort. But Ada is pale, her hands clasped so tightly on the table that her knuckles are white.

Artemisia, who has been nervously tapping her foot, shakes her head. “Since she is that rare and precious, we must keep her for ourselves to warn us of attacks or poison cloaks or other treachery, just as she did today. Once the Lords have her, what is to keep them from coming back and trying to kill one of us again?”

Pixodarus, who has been studiously picking his cuticles, leans forward and says, “Helen, do you have a prediction for me? Will I ever get to be king?”

Mausolus glares at him.

“It doesn’t work that way,” Helen says, fighting back tears, fighting off horrible images of what the Lords would do to her. She can’t bear to look at Ada’s anxious face so she studies the ivory-and-tortoise-shell inlay on the table, rubbing it with her fingers. “Most of the time I have no idea what is going to happen. It’s just...sometimes there are voices in my head that want to be spoken out loud...”

Mausolus pushes himself up and adjusts his robes. “I’ll send a messenger to the Lords to arrange for an ambassador to discuss a treaty,” he says.

“After that assassination attempt today, no Aesarian ambassador is necessary,” Artemisia insists, rising to her feet, as well. “It’s war.”

“War interrupts trade.”

“I want her to say what is going to happen to me,” says Pixodarus.

As the argument escalates, all three of them yelling at the same time, Ada gestures to Helen. They stand quietly and head for the door.

Artemisia twists her head around and hisses, “You can’t leave the island. I’ll have a thousand eyes watching you.”

Helen nods and the tears she’s been holding in begin to spill over onto her cheeks as she stumbles into the hall, ignoring Ada’s calls. She dashes down a service staircase into the bustle of the kitchen where servants turn spits of whole roasted sheep and pour wine from large amphorae into pitchers. She races through the courtyard, past women scrubbing plates with sand, and down a passage that leads to the stables.

The horses of the wedding guests and ambassadors have filled every stall. Many more, she knows, are stabled on the mainland. But at least there are no people here. Just the earthy smell of horse and hay and manure, a natural odor that relaxes her instantly, unlike the irritating smell of incense-burning tripods, heavy perfume and naphtha.

She hates the voices. She wants them to go away. But they won’t. They will always be there, torturing her, ruining whatever life she has managed to build for herself, taking away her safety. What will Mausolus and Artemisia do to her now? Is Ada in a position to protect her? Is Helen’s ability even helping Ada, her one true friend? Or is it harming her? Sometimes, when Ada tells her to prepare the smoke to go into a trance, there’s a hard gleam in her eye that Helen doesn’t like. What if she says something that drives Ada to kill her royal siblings? Helen throws herself into a pile of fresh hay against the far wall and tears at it with her fists. She would do anything to rid herself of this awful power. Anything.

“Hey now, what’s this?” asks a voice. She turns and sees that Axion has followed her. “Helen, are you all right?”

She sits up and wipes the tears from her face with the backs of her hands. He produces a fine linen handkerchief and she takes it. “I can’t imagine that Mausolus would turn you over to the Lords,” he says gently. “He knows that these...voices of yours, or whatever it is, saved his life.”

“His life, yes. But my life,” she mutters into the cloth, “is a disaster.”

He carefully sits beside her. “It can’t be that bad,” he says, pulling the cloth from her hands. He takes her chin in his hands and compels her to look at him. He smiles that slightly lopsided smile he gave her on the docks—the expression that made her realize how much he looks like Idrieus. And then he does something completely unlike the prince he is impersonating—he raises one black eyebrow high in the air, as if asking a question, and she feels a warm glow spreading throughout her abdomen.

“Look, Helen, at how far you and I have come. The nice things we have.” He flexes his right hand and examines his huge gold signet ring, which glints in the shadows. “We live in a palace. And thanks to you, I’m a prince.”

“At least I’ve done something good for somebody,” she says bitterly, wrenching her gaze from him to the straw.

Tentatively, he holds her hand, turning it over, uncurling her fingers, rubbing her palm. Helen is amazed that such a simple touch can cause an immediate fluttering in her chest. How it can shrink the entire world down to her hand, touching his.

“In return for everything you have done for me, can I...do anything for you? Help you make your life a bit more pleasant?”

She looks into his warm dark eyes, noticing again how long and thick his eyelashes are. When she first met him in the harbor, he smelled of sweat and fish and salty seawater. Now he smells fresh and sweet from his myrtle wreath, from long hot palace baths and massages with flower essences.

She reaches out to touch his tousled dark curls. When she pulls one, it springs back into place and he laughs. The sound sends a wave of calm through her. He places his hands on the back of her head, and a thrill of anticipation shoots through her. Is he...is this...what she thinks it is? He reaches up and gently removes the golden comb holding up her chignon, and her long hair tumbles down over her shoulders. He holds up a lock. “It looks as if the brown is woven with tiny gold strands,” he says. “Look how it shimmers in this light.”

She runs the back of her hand against the stubble on his cheek. He seems to freeze for a second, uncertain how to react. She’s surprised by her own boldness...and by how good it feels to touch his face. She feels brave, and hopeful. And something else, too, something like hunger.

And then, in a breath, he is leaning closer to her, and she can feel the heat coming off his body, and she’s suddenly, inexplicably reminded of the lightning bolt hitting the tree. An electrically pleasurable discomfort. A ferocious longing. She leans in and their lips meet. His are supple, and as he cautiously puts a hand on her back, drawing her closer, his tongue gently parts her lips. She’s not sure what to do, but she opens her mouth and responds, gives in.

With a little groan, he slowly pushes her down in the hay, and a spike of nervousness races through her. Is this what she thinks it is? Is this what she wanted? But his weight on top of her feels right, it calms her, dulls the ache inside. Straw pokes her back but she hardly notices. Horses whinny all around them, as his hands brush up under her robe trailing her inner knee, her thigh. She finds herself breathing quickly. This is really happening. Her heart hammers in her chest as he begins to tug at her robe and she feels a frenzied rush of excitement. It is as if all these years she has been an unlit oil lamp, and suddenly she is aflame.

“Helen!” It’s Ada, standing a few feet from them, silhouetted in the door of the stable. She marches toward them, yanks Helen up by the arm and pulls down her robe, which has been bunched up near her hips.

With the street smarts of a dock worker, Axion is off her and gone before Helen can recover herself.

“What were you thinking?” Ada asks, briskly plucking pieces of straw from Helen’s hair. Her question hangs in the air—they both know what she was thinking. Ada ushers her along between the stalls—even the horses have pushed their massive heads out to stare at her—and into the little courtyard beyond. “Your gift is too valuable to waste. Even on a royal prince. Who happens to be my husband.”

Helen feels her face flame bright red. Axion is a fake brother but a real husband, most likely. Who just last night climbed into the marriage bed with Ada as crowds of torch-waving wedding guests sang bawdy songs and threw grain at them for fertility.

Ada, however, doesn’t seem terribly upset by the betrayal. “Listen to me,” she says, taking both Helen’s hands in hers. “Just now several ambassadors have asked me if you could serve as oracle in their local sanctuaries. They were extremely impressed by your prophesying in the throne room.”

Helen doesn’t understand. “What do you mean?” she asks.

“You will be safest in Epirus because it is farthest away from Mausolus and Artemisia. Luckily the blithering old crone who pretended to be the Oracle of Dodona has finally died and they are desperate to find another one. The Epirote ambassador is willing to smuggle you out aboard his ship tomorrow, Helen. Do you understand? Dodona is second only to the Oracle of Delphi. I hardly think Artemisia and Mausolus will allow me to to visit you, but you will be safe. Far safer than here.”

Helen doesn’t want to be a virgin oracle, living in a temple, going into trances every day for generals, kings and love-struck widows. She thinks of Axion, the smell of him, the feel of him, the kindness of him. And her sudden inexplicable need for him. What would it be like to marry someone like that, to keep house together, to have children? To live the life other women live, their heads free of torment, of the violence that rattles through her, often despite her.

Ada yanks off a necklace and hands it to Helen. It is the shiny, six-petaled Flower of Life she always wears, the symbol of Blood Magic.

“You must take this,” she says.

“But I don’t have Blood Magic,” she says, feeling dizzy. And I don’t want to leave you.

“No,” Ada replies, “but I want you to have it. To remember me. Maybe one day I will need it back, and we will find each other again.”

 




Part Two

 




Chapter Five

Three months later. Spring 358 B.C.

Myrtale, her elbow on the floor and her chin cupped in her hand, stares at the body of the man beside her. Torchlight flickers on his hair, dark gold like newly burnished bronze, on his square jaw, on the small scar through his left eyebrow. He stirs slightly, as though he knows he’s being watched in his sleep. But she can’t help it, she can’t look away, she wants to inhale him, breathe every bit of him into her and keep him there. Without him, she is nothing. Even though she is a princess. Even though she could be a queen one day.

They have been meeting like this in a cave outside the palace of Ambracia for a year now. Riel is always here when she comes to him, though he won’t tell her how he knows she’s coming, or where he really lives. And though she’s always full of questions, somehow there’s never enough time to really talk. Not when the urgency between their bodies is so powerful.

As she watches him she feels a wave of awe, that this person, this man, is hers. That she has seen every part of his body—if only in dim torchlight—and that he has seen every part of hers. Not just seen, but touched, kissed, explored. There are days when she can’t think a single thought because she is too busy reliving the feeling of his fingers against her skin, sending shivers through her body as they graze it lightly, like he doesn’t want to break her...and then how he grabs her with urgency, almost as if he does.

She knows her time with him is running out. She is seventeen, starting to get a bit too ripe on the vine for a royal marriage. Most princesses are married off at fifteen or sixteen. Her stepmother would like nothing more than to send Myrtale far away. For years now, the princess has been growing more beautiful every day, with long silver-blond hair and wide green eyes, and Kallithoe has been growing older and uglier. As for her father, King Neoptolemus, he cares only about his son and heir and would like nothing more than to sell off Myrtale for an advantageous military alliance.

She first met Riel at a celebration of the Dionysian mysteries, those ancient, sacred rites in which female devotees enjoy drug-laced wine, divine visions and indescribable ecstasy. She saw glowing emerald eyes staring at her from the shadows of the trees, but when she pointed them out to the other women, they laughed at her and said she was intoxicated and only imagining things. She knew she was only a little tipsy and wondered if he was a vision. But when he extended his hand and she went deep into the woods with him, she realized he was flesh and blood, and something else that made him completely unique.

Here in this womb of a cave, she has no idea how late it is, but it must be time to start back. Reluctantly, she gathers her clothing. Every parting from him is a kind of painful amputation. When she is dressed, she turns and sees he is sitting up, staring at her.

“Until next time, Myrtale,” he says. She shivers in pleasure every time he says her name. Myrtale is her soul name, the name given in the Dionysian rites. To others she is known as Polyxena.

“I don’t know how many next times there will be,” she says, swallowing the pressure rising in her throat. She kneels beside him, and he strokes her cheek. She has been afraid all night to tell him her idea, but now is her last chance.

“Riel,” she says, grabbing his hand and kissing the palm, “I have heard there is a new oracle at Dodona. A younger one, whose prophecies make more sense. I want to visit her, to learn how you and I can be together.”

“Myrtale.” He sighs. He tilts his head back and looks down at her through half-closed eyes. “Everyone knows the gods fled the world long ago. Those women inhale drugged smoke and blather foolishness that everyone takes for the prophecies of the gods, paying a great deal of money, may I add. There hasn’t been a true oracle for three hundred years. I would know.”

Yes, he would know. He has told her he is Snake Blood, that he has been alive many hundreds of years without aging. He knows so many things Myrtale doesn’t and never can.

But Myrtale can’t just give up. She raises a hand and shuts her eyes. “I am not going to stand here and let them sell me to some faraway, smelly old king. I am not going to lose you. I am going to do everything humanly possible to see how we can be together.”

She opens her eyes and looks at him. The finely chiseled nose, almost hawk-like. The shape of his lips. Every bit of him is perfect. She will not lose the only perfect thing she has ever had in her life.

“People with power have made my life miserable,” she rushes on. “Growing up, I always dreamed of becoming the one with all the power, so that no one can ever hurt me again, so that I can make others miserable...if I want to. But now I know the biggest hurt would be losing you. I could live with you, here, if you want. Or in a hut by the sea catching fish. It wouldn’t matter.” It’s not coming out the way she wants. She’s talking too much, too fast, and sounds like a stupid child.

He catches her smooth arm and pulls her to him. “You cannot escape your nature, Myrtale,” he says, cradling her. “You are as ruthless and ambitious as a Titan. You will never be satisfied with anything less than total power. That’s why I chose you. We are alike, you and I.”

She breaks from his embrace. “I’m not going to give up,” she says. “The new oracle will help me. I always find a way to get what I want. I found a way to meet you here, didn’t I? Getting past the walls and palace guards?”

“But how are you going to get to Dodona?” he asks, tilting his head in curiosity. “It’s not like sneaking out of the palace and walking a mile to this cave. Dodona is a full day’s journey each way. Someone will notice you’re missing if you try to sneak off, and going alone could be dangerous.”

“I’ll think of something,” she says, shrugging. “I always do, don’t I?”

* * *

Moonlight silvers the well-trodden path Myrtale walks along two nights later, on her way to find the Oracle of Dodona. Leaving had been quite simple, really. The morning after she saw Riel, over breakfast she told her stepmother’s sour-faced sister, Aunt Aglaia, that she had had a prophetic dream about her. Aglaia’s harsh face at once took on an expression of fear as everyone at the table leaned forward to listen. Dreams are often sent as warnings by the gods and, as such, they are very serious business indeed. Though there are certainly some who do not believe in the divine revelations of dreams, she knows her paranoid aunt certainly does...and that the worse the news, the more likely she is to believe it.

“What was your dream?” Aglaia trembled while Myrtale paused for a moment.

Myrtale spun her hard-boiled egg on the plate and tried to push her face into an expression of grave concern. “That you are in great danger of an accident resulting in your death,” she said. Everyone gasped. “But that if you visit the Oracle of Dodona in the company of a pure virgin princess, the Mother Goddess can tell you how to avoid this fate. Seems strange, doesn’t it?”

Her stepmother, Kallithoe, narrowed her eyes. “Do you want to go to Dodona, Polyxena?” she asks. “Perhaps that’s the real dream.”

Myrtale feigned surprise. “Me? Not at all. Oracles terrify me. I don’t want to be haunted by knowledge of my own death. My cousins in Locris might not mind going. If they are still virgins.”

But Locris is a week’s journey, and Aglaia wanted to set off immediately to forestall her fate, which meant that Myrtale, the only—presumably—virginal princess for many miles, would have to go with her. Kallithoe’s suspicions of being manipulated were laid to rest when Myrtale stormed up to her room screaming she was sorry she’d even mentioned her dream and bolted the door. The following morning at dawn, Kallithoe had guards beat the door down, drag Myrtale out and throw her onto a horse alongside Aglaia, her servants and guards. Which, of course, was exactly what Myrtale wanted.

There was only one problem, which Myrtale considered a very minor one. Her stepmother had issued strict instructions that she was not to ask the oracle a question. Divine prophecies were reserved for wise and pious adults, not ignorant youth.

Luckily, Aunt Aglaia had been exhausted from the journey, and after dinner Myrtale needed to slip very little poppy juice into her wine to make her fall into a sound sleep. When her snores rattled the walls of their little room at the inn, Myrtale grabbed a dark cloak and lantern and set out on her own.

Now she passes large pens with sheep and goats, animals that visitors purchase as sacrifices to the Mother Goddess. Beyond them is a grove of sacred beech trees which, she heard, were worshipped here long before the temple was built. Finally, in a clearing, Myrtale spots the temple, smaller than she expected. The four columns in front are painted in bold black and red stripes, the statues on the pediment in bright blues and yellows.

She pauses on the porch to bring out her flint and tinder set to light the oil lamp in her lantern. She has to strike several times to get a spark; her hands are shaking. She is trespassing on the sacred soil of the gods and wonders if they will curse her. Part of her wants to run back to the inn and forget the whole thing. But her need for Riel drives her forward, through her fear.

Heart pounding, she opens the bronze-studded door and slips inside. A shaft of moonlight pouring in a high window illuminates a patch of tiled floor and paints the walls a glowing silver. Up ahead, there on the dais, is the cult statue of the Mother Goddess.

Trembling, Myrtale walks forward, lantern held high. This is no recent statue but something from a past and forgotten age. A faceless fat woman with a big belly and spreading thighs sits on a throne, a baby suckling on a pendulous breast. It is like no statue Myrtale has ever seen before. In front of it is the holmos, a bowl-shaped seat on three long legs, where the oracle normally sits, and before that stands a bronze tripod. Clearly, this is where the oracle prophesies. But where does she sleep?

There is a small door on either side of the altar. Myrtale opens one and sees a little room in the back with a desk, a chair, and scrolls stuffed into diamond-shaped pigeon holes. Perhaps this is where scribes record the offerings and predictions. In the corner a narrow staircase winds downstairs. Yes, the oracle must have a room down there.

Downstairs is cool and damp. She gets a whiff of mildew, of timeless stones and ancient earth. She stands absolutely still, hoping to hear the sounds of snoring or coughing. Instead, she hears strange scuttling and squeaking noises behind a door. Hand trembling, she pushes it open with a loud creak. Inside are dozens of white mice nesting in blankets on shelves, blinking at her lantern with shiny black eyes.

A shiver of revulsion rolls up her spine and she turns to flee. But then she sees that the floor is covered with bowls of water and grain and understands. These are Apollo’s sacred mice. Apollo, god of plagues, periodically sends out plague-bearing rodents to kill his enemies. Many temples keep happy, well-fed sacred mice in the hope that Apollo won’t send the plague against their own people. She holds the lantern lower. Several mice stand, pink noses sniffing the air, and rub their tiny hands together.

She chuckles and silently closes the door. At the next door she knocks lightly and cautiously pushes it open. There is a large bronze chest against the far side with a thick padlock on it. A grinning yellow skull rests on top. She quickly takes a step back. During a deadly epidemic, temple servants often gather up the blankets of the dead and put them in an airtight bronze chest. When an enemy invades, the priests and priestesses, covered head to toe in leather garments, remove the blankets and find a way to deliver them to the invaders. The contagious poison within them has been known to wipe out an entire enemy army in a few days.

Quickly she leaves the room. In the next chamber she sees a purple cloth on a table with enormous bones sticking out of it. Leg bones, from the look of them. In between them is a shoulder blade the size of a chariot wheel. Some gigantic petrified bones, Myrtale knows, are found periodically when a cliff collapses or someone digs a new well, obviously the remains of heroes and giants of past ages. She runs a finger over the smooth, ivory-like leg bone. This man must have been at least fifteen feet tall.

But where is the oracle? Returning to the hall, she spies a small door at the very end and quietly opens it. At first she sees nothing, just narrow walls and a small, high window. Only when she lowers her lantern does she see the girl on a sleeping mat, a girl perhaps a year or two younger than Myrtale herself. Her golden-brown hair fans out in waves around her, and her lips are slightly parted. She must be a temple servant. And if she is, she will know where the oracle sleeps.

Myrtale kneels beside her and shakes her shoulder gently. “Girl!” she says.

The girl’s eyes open and she sits up, squinting at the lantern. Myrtale lowers it.

“I’m sorry to wake you,” she says. “But I urgently need to see the oracle.”

“Oh,” the girl says, pushing herself up. She rubs her eyes and yawns. “Why don’t you come tomorrow? The oracle’s prophesies begin an hour after sunrise.”

Myrtale slumps onto the floor beside her. “I’m not allowed to be here. I snuck off. My horrible aunt is coming tomorrow, but I’m not allowed to ask anything.” She sighs. “Can you possibly wake her? I’ve brought a good amount of gold to pay her for the inconvenience of a late-night prophecy.”

The girl smiles. “I don’t think she cares about gold,” she says.

Myrtale runs her hands through her hair in frustration. “I need to know my future. Who I’m going to marry. I’m in love and desperate to marry him. But I don’t think my father will allow—”

The girl looks at her with sympathetic blue eyes. “Come with me,” she says, taking Myrtale’s lantern. Myrtale follows her into the hall, up the winding staircase and back into the sanctuary. The girl lights torches all around the room and then the tripod in front of the oracle’s chair. Ducking behind the cult statue, she emerges with a bowl of incense.

“Will you get the oracle now?” Myrtale asks. “I should get back as soon as I can.”

“All right,” the girl says and climbs nimbly up into the holmos.

“You...” Myrtale is at a loss for words. She had heard that the new oracle was younger than the desiccated, toothless fossil who had prophesied before her, but she expected a middle-aged woman with graying hair and an ample frame. “You’re my age. You’re...”

“I’m fifteen,” the oracle says, smiling.

“But why did they choose someone so young?” Myrtale persists. This must be the youngest oracle ever.

“Because unlike the others, I’m a true oracle,” she says lightly. But there is a heaviness in her blue eyes, Myrtale sees now...they’re deep and turbulent.

Myrtale ponders whether to trust her. Does this girl even know what she’s doing? “Shouldn’t we sacrifice a sheep or something?”

“During normal hours, the priests sacrifice sheep outside,” she says. “But I know for a fact the gods won’t mind if you don’t give them one. They actually prefer aromatic smoke as a gift. The temple makes a lot of money selling sacrificial sheep, that’s all. And the priests and temple matrons love lamb chops.”

Myrtale bursts into laughter, then quickly covers her mouth, hoping she hasn’t awoken any of the other temple workers. She stares at the girl, who barely cracked a smile at her own joke, surprised to feel this way. She likes her.

“Now think hard about your questions while I go into a trance.” The oracle tosses incense on the flames and within moments smoke rises, sweet and pungent. She closes her eyes, inhales and starts to sway.

When she opens her eyes, all softness and humor are gone from her face, replaced by a blazing, unblinking stare. “What is your question?” she asks, and her voice is totally different: deeper, older. She’s almost unrecognizable as the same girl.

Myrtale’s mouth is suddenly dry. She is really in the presence of a god who is looking at her with strange, cold blue eyes. The question burning in her soul suddenly seems small and irrelevant to the grand being before her.

But this is her chance. She has to ask it. She takes a deep breath and says, “Who will I marry?”

The throaty voice echoes off the walls of the sanctuary.

“Rising sun and rising world

Joined together in the light

Bathed in sun and next to sun

Hidden is the star so bright.”

Myrtale blinks. She has always heard that oracles utter prophecies that don’t make any sense until years later. But she thought this girl, a true oracle, or so she said, would give her a clear message from the gods.

“Goddess, what does it mean?” she asks.

“You are bathed in the light of the celestial sovereign,” the oracle says. “You will marry a king.”

Myrtale feels a sudden sharp pain in her gut just like the time the horse in her father’s stables kicked her. “A king?” she asks, almost whimpering. “I don’t want to marry a king.”

“Stars are always in the heavens, while the sun travels hither and yon,” the goddess continues. “Your star—the man you wish to wed—may yet become king in the future.”

Myrtale nods. Now the prophecy makes sense. Her father and stepmother will marry her to some king. And kings, like the sun, come and go. They usually go to battle, sometimes for years at a time, and often never return. But Riel will always stay by her side. And one day he may rise up—like the sun—and become king himself.

The oracle seems to be coming out of her trance. She rubs her eyes and turns her head from the smoke. Looking at her, Myrtale feels something stir inside. A longing to be close to her, to better understand this kind, strange girl. A girl who could be very useful indeed.

“What is your name?” she asks.

“Helen,” the oracle says, and her voice is hers again.

“I am Myrtale, Princess of Epirus,” she says. The words taste bitter in her mouth.

Helen nods. “I hope I have helped you, Princess.”

“And I hope that we can be friends,” Myrtale says, putting her hands on the girl’s slender arms. “That I can come back and see you again.”

Helen closes her eyes and sways a bit before she opens them again. “It seems you and I will have a long history,” she says, blinking rapidly.

“Good.”

Myrtale starts to leave but turns and says, “Oh, and Helen, when I come here tomorrow with my aunt, please pretend you have never seen me before. Tell her something about how to avoid dying in an accident and mention the pure virgin princess at her side. That would be a great help to me. Especially the virgin part.”

A slow smile spreads across Helen’s face. “You told her a lie to get her here when it was you who really wanted to see me,” she says, obviously impressed.

“Yes.” Myrtale laughs again. “She’s a horrible old thing with a face to crack bronze and a moustache thicker than some men’s. I think she’ll live forever. Hades wouldn’t want her.”

With that, Myrtale leaves the temple and bounces down the path to the inn, humming to herself as she swings her lantern, already thinking of the questions she’ll ask the oracle next time.

 




Chapter Six

Six months later. Late summer 358 B.C.

Helen squeezes the water out of her hair on the little wooden pier and feels the sun warm her naked body. Summer is almost over, but it has been an astonishing one because Myrtale taught her to swim in this jewellike lake not far from the temple. In the water Helen feels carefree, buoyant, young. Perhaps it is similar to what Ada feels when she transforms into the kestrel.

Ada. Helen feels a pang. How she misses her. She got one letter from her in which Ada wrote that Mausolus and Artemisia were furious at Helen’s disappearance but their anger had died down. And that was all. Helen sent several letters back, though she doubts Ada received them; Halicarnassus is so far from Dodona no ships sail there directly. But she wears Ada’s silver Flower of Life pendant day and night near her heart, a constant reminder of her friend.

She would miss Ada much more if she didn’t have Myrtale, who visits her often, sometimes staying for days at a time with her awful aunt. Alone in the sanctuary at night, Myrtale and Helen fall into fits of laughter making up predictions for Aunt Aglaia, frightening poems about bad omens that don’t make any sense but keep her coming back.

Then Helen goes into a trance to prophesy for Myrtale, and afterward, they sit outside under a sacred beech tree cracking nuts, discussing what the prophecies could mean and confiding secrets. Myrtale mostly speaks about her handsome secret lover, spilling all the details of their physical union, some of which Helen finds disgusting, others intriguing.

Men, Helen thinks, throwing a length of linen around her shoulders. It seems so silly now that she was ready to lose her power by sleeping with Axion. And childish. In a moment of desperation she could have lost everything that made her special. Yet sometimes, as Myrtale describes the ecstasies of love between a man and woman, Helen feels a prickle of jealousy. She will never know that kind of love.

The lake’s surface is as smooth and dark blue as highly polished lapis lazuli. For a moment, Helen thinks she sees something reflected in the water—a huge white-winged horse—and looks up, but sees nothing except for a frothy cloud. Beside her, Myrtale holds her nose and runs to the end of the pier as fast as she can.

“Be careful!” Helen calls, but her words are lost in a loud splash as her friend sinks like a rock into the water. Ripples spread out around her. Soon, however, she emerges grinning, her pale hair plastered to her head.

“Helen! Jump in just one more time!” Myrtale shouts.

Helen glances back at the trio of temple matrons fanning themselves on the little beach. Eirene, the chief matron, nods.

The Epirote Temple Council, made up of local landowners and businessmen, had eagerly accepted Helen after she gave them an impressive audition of her powers. But they had never had an oracle under fifty before. Here was no aged woman whose days of love were dusty memories, but a young, pretty girl. New measures would have to be put into place for the sake of her chastity. They appointed three temple matrons to act as kindly aunties, keeping an eye on the girl and counseling her on proper behavior. These women approve of her friendship with the king’s daughter, even if the princess is a bit too high-spirited for their tastes. But when a man shows interest in Helen, they guard her like a dragon.

Helen flings aside her linen, runs down the pier and jumps high into the air, holding her knees. She plunges into the cool clear water with a thunderous splash and sinks into the murky world below, enjoying the weightless silence a moment before shooting to the surface.

She opens her eyes to see Myrtale with huge fat beaver cheeks and laughter in her eyes. She spits a stream of water into Helen’s face, and Helen splashes her in return. When the shrieks of laughter die down, Myrtale, treading water, cocks her head.

“What?” Helen asks, bracing herself for another splash.

But Myrtale’s face is suddenly open and sweet, all mischief gone from her eyes. “I’ve never really had a friend before. The girls at the palace just want to use me for something. Status. An advantageous marriage. I can see that their friendship is false. But you’re...different.”

Helen feels her face stretching into a grin.

“You’re the only one I trust completely,” Myrtale continues, bobbing up and down in the water, “because I know you will always put me first. You’re loyal like that. No other girl has ever cared about me before. No one has really cared about me before, other than, well, him.” At the mention of her lover, some of the normal brilliance returns to Myrtale’s eyes. “I’ll miss you. We go back tomorrow, you know.”

Helen feels a little pang. The loneliest days are the ones right after Myrtale leaves, taking her jokes and pranks and secrets with her.

“And I will see him tomorrow night.” Myrtale kicks off and dives under the surface again like a mermaid.

Helen sighs and floats on her back, eyes closed. She imagines Myrtale and her secret man, kissing in the golden torchlight of the cave. Myrtale will be a queen one day. She’ll find the love of a king, just like she’s found the love of a man already. Helen will never have any love—not of that kind. But when that spiteful, jealous feeling comes, Helen remembers how often Myrtale arrives at Dodona with bruises and scabs on her face and arms. Her stepmother still beats her, and her father allows it. Helen knows too well what it is like to be mistreated—how even a princess can suffer greatly at the hands of those more powerful than she. And then all Helen can think about is how she wants her friend—her one source of happiness—to be happy, too.

* * *

For several nights after Myrtale’s departure, Helen tosses and turns. No sooner does she start to drift off than voices pound in her head and tortured images skitter across her eyes. She struggles awake and doesn’t let herself fall back to sleep. The voices usually come when she is prophesying, using smoke and sacrifice and concentration to call them forth, but as she’s gotten older, they’ve come to her more and more freely in her sleep, tormenting her until she is mercifully awakened by her own screams or someone shaking her.

The dreams were one reason Koinos wanted to get rid of her: so he and the girls could sleep. Ada insisted Helen sleep in her bedroom so that the minute she started arguing in her sleep—which always happened before she screamed—Ada could wake her before anyone else heard. But here in the sanctuary there is nothing and no one to stop her. The matrons, at the other end of the long hall below the temple, sleep like the dead.

Tonight, after so many nights of little or no sleep, she doesn’t have the energy to fight off the heavy slumber. She sinks deeply into it, hurtling down, down, down, into the still, liquid darkness. After a time, she hears the shuttle of a loom, the snipping of shears against thread, the small talk of women’s voices as they weave. It’s comforting at first, reminding her of her happiest times at Koinos’s establishment, weaving with the other young girls and the older women. Then the mist clears and she sees three women with haughty, chiseled faces, all working on looms. They look up at her and smile coldly.

She approaches their looms and sees dozens of figures moving in the intricate patterns of the cloth; she sees birth, life, love, death. And then threads from the looms lift up and become long, thin snakes hurtling through the air toward her, wrapping around her neck. She tries to pry them off, but they only tighten. One of the snakes, a green one, hovers in front of her face, its unblinking eyes staring, its black forked tongue flickering.

Laughing, the women chant in high, chilling voices:

“The threads of Fate are strong though slender

When they see the true gods’ splendor.”

She tries to say Please! but no words go out. No air comes in. She can’t breathe. She is dying. She is...

She opens her eyes, gasping. Her sheet is twisted tightly around her neck. She disentangles herself from it, still breathing heavily, listening to the hammering of her heart. It takes her a moment to realize it’s not her heart making that soft repetitive thudding; someone is knocking lightly at her door. That is what must have awakened her. Perhaps it is Myrtale.

Helen jumps up with a rush of relief and throws open the door.

But the figure holding the lantern is a head taller than Myrtale with broad shoulders. A man. The lantern casts a flickering golden glow on his face, which is shadowed by a dark hood. It is the sculpted face of a temple statue: nose sharp, chin cut from stone, an unreadable expression on his slightly upturned lips.

“Oracle,” he says in a deep voice, “I have come to seek the goddess’s will.” His voice sends a chill through her, and her skin prickles in goose bumps.

Panic twists in her gut. A man should know better than to come in here at night. If the Mother Goddess cursed him... “If you cannot wait until morning, sir, I will rouse the temple matrons so they can join us,” she says, reaching for her cloak on the peg by the door, suddenly feeling very exposed in just the thin, short shift she sleeps in.

“No.” His voice is not harsh, but there is such commanding finality in it, her half-raised hand freezes. “Oracle, I mean you no dishonor.” His voice softens further, curling around her, low and strangely soothing. “I seek only a prophecy. A private prophecy.” The way he says the word private makes her whole body go cold and then hot. “And I have brought the finest Arabian spices as an offering.”

She looks up at him and sees that both ends of his thin, finely carved lips twitch a bit, as if he is suppressing a smile. Like he knows he will get his way. He moves forward a step, into her personal space, and she thinks of backing up, but doesn’t. Heat emanates off his body in waves. He stares down at her intently, as though he can see through her eyes, and through her thin shift. She sucks in a breath. She knows what she should do. Push past him to rouse the temple matrons. Scream at the top of her lungs if he doesn’t step away. Refuse to be alone with him for a second longer.

“Wait for me in the sanctuary,” she says instead, her own voice unsteady.

When the torches are lit and the man’s aromatic frankincense and myrrh burn in the tripod, she seats herself in the holmos and inhales the smoke. As always, her head starts to spin and she feels the usual tingling sensation in her arms and legs.

But then, something different happens. Lights flash behind her eyes. Thunder rumbles inside her head. It feels as if a gigantic storm rages inside her skull, trying to crack it open and escape. She puts her hands to her forehead and moans. What is happening? Something’s wrong. She needs to stop, to come out of the trance. It’s too powerful—worse even than the nightmares. The jaws of a vise are smashing her head.

But she can’t pull away. Can’t wrench open her eyes. Can’t think.

Two voices form out of the thunder and fire, one shrill as a bird, and one deep like the booming of a battle drum. Twisted around each other, this single voice made out of two says, through her lips, “We have been waiting for you to speak to us.”

Helen opens her eyes. The man is standing in front of her, his face alert, one arched brown eyebrow raised high.

“Who speaks to me?” he asks, his voice rumbling low through the sanctuary, full of a guarded eagerness.

Her mouth opens and more words spill out. “Kronos and Rhea.” Names of such intense, ancient earth power that Helen nearly crumbles as they roar through her. “We are all here.”

She has a series of swift visions: gigantic beings with pale faces and fiery eyes, wearing jagged crowns of exploding lightning bolts. Each momentary vision stabs her a thousand times. It is too much. Too strong. She begins to wonder if this will kill her.

“I am trapped here,” the man says. “I have been waiting so long. Help me.” His unblinking green eyes seem to shred Helen’s skin, seeking the gods inside her, and now his own face is shining like a torch. Helen wonders if he is one of them, a god in a man’s form standing before her. Whatever he is, he is terrifyingly powerful. Absolutely irresistible. She wants to reach out, to touch that glowing, immortal face, but the voices crowd everything out, making her numb, a vessel of light and darkness and words that pour forth with such violence, she is almost thrown to the floor:

“When the father begets himself, the father and son will be one.

You may return to the godly realm when divine blood rules Macedon.”

Pain ricochets through her chest and the breath is knocked out of her. She keels over sideways and pitches out of the holmos, hitting the ground hard.

All is darkness. Darkness and silence.

* * *

She wakes in his arms. He’s sitting on the top step leading to the dais, and her head is on his shoulder, not far from his neck. It’s a strong neck, and she sees the thick rope of a tendon. He smells clean, like fresh pine mixed with his own intoxicating essence, and she has the most overpowering desire to stroke his neck, kiss it and see what it tastes like. What is wrong with her? She just met this man.

By the time she fancied herself in love with Idrieus and then Axion, she had known them for weeks, months, spent hours every day with them. Then she remembers—this one is different. This one knows the gods.

He looks straight ahead, seeming to consider something. Her shifts her on his lap, and she squeezes her eyes shut in case he looks down. As soon as he knows she’s awake he will release her, and she’s terrified that such a moment as this will never happen again. She wants it to go on and on. Forever.

Now her head is on his chest, over his heart; she hears its beating. He seems mortal. And yet she knows he’s not...at least, not completely.

A warm hand strokes her cheek. “Helen,” he says. “Helen.”

She flutters her eyelids. “What happened?” she asks quietly.

He smiles down at her. “You fainted.”

“I have never fainted before.”

The stranger eases her down on the top step beside him. “You have never channeled Titans before. These are far older and more powerful than the other gods. They tested your powers beyond your current strength. But in time I think you will be able to talk to them as you are talking to me now. You see, you are the only way I can communicate with them.”

Though Helen remains silent, her mind is whirling. The thought of those monstrous, ancient beings in her head, speaking through her mouth, terrifies her. And yet, she was filled with power she had never experienced before. She remembers again the lightning bolt that exploded the tree on her way out of Theangela when she was only twelve. Talking to the Titans, her entire body was a lightning bolt, alive with their energy. She was almost a god herself.

Even more important: if she agrees to prophesy for him, he will be back.

“I will, of course, return the favor,” he coaxes, noticing her hesitation. “What is it you lack here? I can get you anything you want. Jewels? Fine robes?”

She stares at him. She never cared about expensive ornaments the way other girls do. What does she want?

The answer is both easy and impossible: to not feel so unutterably alone.

The only person she can really talk to is Myrtale, and she is gone most of the time. Soon, she will be married off to a king and gone for good.

“What I lack is a friend,” she says, choosing her words carefully, shyly. “Perhaps, if we are very careful not to alert the temple matrons, you could...come here sometimes.”

“And when I come, what would you like us to do?”

Kiss. Tease. Explore. More. “Talk,” she says, surprised at how stupid it sounds.

“Talk,” he repeats. Helen is glad the torchlight prevents him from seeing her bright red blush. “Does a beautiful girl like you really just want to talk with a man like me? In the small hours of the morning? When no one else is around?”

She can’t say anything. He twists a lock of her long hair around his finger and she can feel his breath on her neck, feel his hunger. He wants her. Suddenly she is sure. She turns toward him, toward the heat he is radiating.

But he lets go of her hair and stands up, and she’s suddenly set aside, cold. Alone again, so quickly, so easily.

“I will come tomorrow night. I will make sure the temple matrons are held tightly in the arms of Morpheus, as I have tonight.”

She was right. A sorcerer. Someone powerful. More than a man.

“Who are you that you can draw the attention of Titans?” she asks. “What is your name?”

He looks at her but she can’t read his eyes in the darkness. “I have many names,” he says at last.

“Fine then,” she says with a small smile. “I shall simply call you Stranger.”

* * *

Over the next few weeks, Stranger visits Helen several times. She quickly learns how to channel the power of these news gods so that it hurts less. The prophecies she relates to Stranger are often obscure, as all prophecies are; but these are full of references to the sun, twin stars circling each other, and a lunar eclipse that will usher in a new age.

But she—and he—are confused by references to two different ages: one is the Age of Man, when men use reason and no longer need the old gods. This seems to infuriate Stranger; his face glows and his eyes become pits of bright fire, and she finds herself trembling at his anger as he argues with the voices. Even worse for Helen is when the gods speak of an Age of Monsters in which all mankind will die, and Helen is barraged by split-second visions of armies of half-human, half-animal creatures, winged and claw-footed, with long stabbing tails.

Her favorite part is afterward, sitting with him in a corner of the temple or outside under one of the sacred beech trees, telling him about her life with Koinos and the girls in Theangela, with Ada in Halicarnassus, and now here, as the Oracle of Dodona. No one—not even Ada or Myrtale—has ever listened so intently to her every thought and experience. Those two friends care for her—of that she’s sure—but they are also very interested in their own lives, talking more about themselves. Stranger says nothing about himself, not even when she begs him to. Instead, he asks her questions and offers advice. At first his questions made her nervous; she was afraid she would say the wrong thing and sound like naive child. But after a few visits she grew more confident, told him more secrets.

Sometimes they sit with their knees touching—she loves to observe the difference in size, his so large and muscular, hers so small—or he strokes her cheek or plays with her hair. His hands seem to burn her, though that can’t be the right word. She burned her hand badly cooking for Koinos once; it was the most painful thing she had ever experienced. Touching Stranger is a kind of fire, but it is as pleasurable as real fire is excruciating. On his third visit, he suggested they play a game in which they hold each other tightly but remain completely still. The first one to move loses the game, and the loser is always Helen, unable to resist, looking up at him, hoping something will happen.

But they haven’t even kissed. Despite the fact that she could swear the energy between them is real, that he longs to touch her as much as she longs to be touched.

He must know how badly she wants that to happen.

He must know what the consequences would be if it did.

She is never sure when Stranger is going to come and often stays awake for hours tossing and turning, hoping to hear his light knock on her door. Helen realizes his visits have become more than light and air to her. Without him, life would be unbearable, plunged into a pit of black despair and aching loneliness. She is dying to tell Myrtale about him. But the one night Myrtale comes, she rattles on so long about her own lover, Helen never gets the chance, and besides, Stranger has told her to keep his visits a secret.

A little over a week after Myrtale’s latest visit, Stranger comes again. Helen’s happiness at seeing him vanishes when she tries to go into a trance. As she inhales the smoke, she feels as if a door slams shut in her face and a bolt is thrown. The gods will not talk to her tonight. Again and again she inhales the smoke, relaxes, lets herself start to float and...nothing.

She looks down at him, standing before the dais, waiting impatiently. His arms are folded, his eyes narrowed. Finally she turns away and says, “I can’t. It’s not working. I don’t know why but they won’t talk through me tonight.”

She sees something like anger flash across his face. “What are you doing differently?” he asks, his voice full of an urgency that causes her pulse to race in panic.

“I’m not doing anything differently. It has never happened before,” she says, sitting dejectedly on the top step of the dais. Tears fill her eyes, and she’s ashamed of them betraying her like this. She thinks of all the times when she felt the voices coming and fought them off as fiercely as if she were a warrior in the thick of battle, and still they came. Yet tonight, when she wants them so desperately, they stay away. She wipes at her eyes, frustrated, unable to say what she really thinks, that if she can’t prophesy for him, he will stop coming. And then her life will be empty.

He sweeps toward her, up the steps of the dais to the platform, his eyes unblinking, and for a moment, she’s terrified of him, of his power. But then he kneels beside her and sighs. “Well,” he says, finally, in a softer voice, “I suppose no one can command the gods.” He strokes her hair, pushing aside a lock.

She can’t look at him. She’s too embarrassed.

But he tilts her chin so that she can’t look away.

She can’t help it. She feels like she’s diving into his green eyes, submerging herself fully inside him. She feels warm and cool at the same time. Now she couldn’t look away if she tried. He isn’t angry—he sees her—not just as a vessel for the voices but her, Helen, the girl who ran away from home. The girl who is alone, so alone, so ignored by most, merely used as a means to an end.

Stranger’s hand is still on her chin, and slowly he moves it down her neck, sending shivers through her whole body. Her lips part, as though in a gasp. Slowly—excruciatingly slowly—he leans toward her...and kisses just the very corner of her mouth.

She doesn’t move, afraid this moment will end—afraid that if he stops touching her, she’ll awaken and realize this was all a dream.

He kisses her again, this time sucking lightly on her lower lip.

She feels herself shaking and for a second she’s actually worried she’ll fall backward.

Suddenly Stranger’s arms are around her, his hands against her back. She arches, reacting to his touch. She’s hungry for him, so hungry. His lips are soft but urgent. His tongue runs along her bottom lip, then gently pushes her mouth open. She gives in to it. His wide shoulders curve around hers. She feels his hard, muscled chest press against her.

Somehow, they are moving as if falling in slow motion, down, down, until Helen’s back is against the floor and he is kneeling beside her, slightly above her, with one hand still stroking her hair and then tracing her lips before kissing the corners of them again. Helen’s heart is beating so fast, she fears it may rip open her chest. She feels herself blushing—he must sense her nervousness. He must know she’s never done this—nothing even close to this—before. Her entire body tingles. There is a delicious ache low in her belly. She runs her fingers through his long, thick hair, then feels the strength in his back, almost afraid to let go of him.

His hand—so large and powerful—rests on her raised knee and slides up the outside of her smooth thigh. He grunts, and the sound elicits an explosive passion that she has never felt before. She doesn’t know what comes next, only that she wants it. That she wants to be his lover in the same way Myrtale is with hers. She wants to be his completely.

The warmth and pressure of his hand on her leg vanishes. The hand entwined in her hair withdraws. The heat of his body against hers disappears as he pulls away from her and sits cross-legged beside her. This is not what she wants to happen. Panting for more, she sits up and throws her arms around him.

“I—we—can’t do this. Helen, you are an oracle,” he says, panting a bit himself, but removing her arms from his shoulders. He holds her fingertips in his hands. “I could not bear the guilt of destroying your powers. Not because I need them, but because...you do.”

That’s not true. He needs them, wants them, comes here for them.

“They are the gods’ gift,” he continues, “the thing that makes you unlike any other woman.”

She barks out a derisive laugh that’s halfway to a sob. She covers her mouth, ashamed. In Theangela there was a beggar woman with a deformed third arm growing off her shoulder. She, too, was unlike any other woman. Helen’s difference is even worse because it’s inside her. Her mind roars with thoughts she can’t control—the thoughts of someone not Helen. The voices pull and manipulate her body as if it were a puppet and rub abrasively against her throat. When they fall silent and crowd once more into the corners of her mind, she feels like the shattered shell of a clam dropped on the rocks of the Halicarnassus harbor by a gull, its insides plucked out by a cruel beak. She didn’t choose this life. To many it may seem a privilege, but to her it’s slavery.

She puts her head in her hands and feels his fingers caressing her arms. “Helen,” he whispers, “ask yourself where you would be now if you didn’t have the voices.”

She looks up. Where would she be now? A prostitute at Koinos’s brothel. The Aesarian Lords would not have wanted to buy her, so she would have stayed, done what all the other girls did to survive. Then, if she didn’t die from the medicine Koinos’s midwife gave pregnant girls to abort their babies, she would eventually go back to weaving when she was too old or ugly to entertain men. And when she was too old to weave, she would be cast out in the streets to beg or die. She certainly would not have run off to Halicarnassus and met Ada, and Myrtale in Dodona, and the man staring intently at her at this very moment.

“I would be alone,” she says.

He looks down at her through narrowed eyes and strokes her face. “Remember that,” he says. “We will try again soon. To reach the gods, I mean.”

He kisses her gently on the corner of her mouth—always the corner, when she wants him to kiss her mouth full-on—and plunges into the darkness of the far end of the sanctuary. She hears the door creak open and close, and he is gone. Helen is suddenly cold. She wraps her arms around herself and shivers. In the torches’ glow, the dark shadow of the Mother Goddess statue looms over her, growing and diminishing in the flicker.

Ada used to tell her that to avoid fuzzy thinking about a problem, she should describe the situation it in one clear sentence. Helen strips away feelings and fears and memories and comes up with this: The one thing she wants is the one thing that might keep him from ever coming back. After all, would he visit her without her prophecies? She should be elated—she knows now, knows he wants the same thing she wants. But all she can feel is the devastation, the longing, the fact that they can’t have what they want—and never will.

She can’t be alone with her thoughts, with the memory of his lips on hers, on her body, her fingertips in his hands, his words, his leaving. The thoughts will kill her. She needs a friend.

She needs Myrtale.

But a week goes by and neither Stranger nor Myrtale comes. Each night, Helen tosses and turns, waiting for either one or the other to knock lightly on her door. Sometimes she is certain someone is there and jumps up to answer it. But all she sees is emptiness. She has no idea how to reach Stranger, but it is easy to send word to Myrtale’s home, the palace of Ambracia: Princess, the gods have new prophecies for your aunt.

The reply comes in a scribe’s hand that Princess Polyxena has left Epirus and sailed to Samothrace for initiation in the Mysteries of the Kabeiri. It is uncertain when she will return.

The words rip through Helen.

She cannot bear to be alone anymore.

She must do something.

 




Chapter Seven

That same night

Teeth chattering, Myrtale emerges from the sea as a temple servant throws a cloak over her naked, shivering body. She has never been so cold in her life. But before she undergoes initiation into the Mysteries of the Kabeiri—the Great Mother Goddess she had to purify herself in the arms of Poseidon.

There’s a reason most people come to the sacred island of Samothrace for the rites in midsummer. Now it’s early October, and the night air is chilly. Already the sea has cooled down and the winds have whipped up. Myrtale’s two-week sea voyage around all of Greece into the northernmost part of the Aegean was nauseatingly rough. And she’ll probably catch a cold from this freezing sea bath. She knows the revelry at these gatherings is supposedly unmatched—not to mention it’s an opportunity for royals and nobles from all over the world to mingle and meet, to go wild in the privacy of this small island, before returning to their lives back home. She’s excited to have been sent—she knows invitations are required—but less enthusiastic about the mandatory initiation. And why did her father send her here with Aunt Aglaia so late in the season?

The other cult members, however, seem to be enjoying themselves, running into the cold, choppy waves with torches, laughing and splashing one another in the darkness. She recognizes Axiothea, the Queen of Naxos, a large, dark-haired woman who practically inhaled the food at the feast the night before. The lady is squealing and splashing, completely naked, as though she were Myrtale’s age instead of more than twice that. Then she plunges under the water, pulled down by the arms of King Ephialtes of Thessaly, a rotund warrior with long iron-gray hair.

The cloak is heavy and sticky against her wet skin, and sand tickles her bare toes as Myrtale approaches a blazing cresset and holds up her blue-tinged hands to warm them.

“A brisk bath indeed,” says a deep voice. She turns to see Philip, the young king of Macedon, standing beside her, extending his hands, too. Firelight flickers on his face, bringing out the red highlights of his auburn hair and short, thick beard. It’s a strong, rugged face, but not a handsome one, marred as it is by the absence of his left eye, which Aunt Aglaia said he had lost in battle. The lid is sewn shut, and a puckered scar surrounds it. But at twenty-four, Philip exudes power the way palace women do perfume. The moment he walked into the feast last night, Myrtale sensed it and felt herself strangely attracted to it.

“I just want to get the initiation over with,” she says, shivering. Or is she shuddering? Mystery initiations have a reputation for bone-chilling horror, though she doesn’t know anything more because they are a mystery.

“I don’t,” he says, grinning. “I’m looking forward to it. We’re doing it together, you know. The chief priest has ordained it.”

This news is like balm to a stinging wound. While Myrtale has enjoyed the feasting, music and dancing, she’s been terrified by the thought of undergoing the initiation alone. Most of the wealthy adults in her hometown, Ambracia, have been initiated. When her father announced that she was going to Samothrace for the rites, Myrtale’s stepmother, aunt and their horrible handmaidens whispered behind their hands and cackled like old barnyard geese. Aunt Aglaia smiled broadly and crowed, “If Myrtale can get through those rituals without peeing on her feet in terror, I will give her my best garnet necklace.”

But now she won’t have to undergo the frightening rituals alone. She will have this strong warrior king by her side, even though he is a bit rough around the edges. At the feast he banged his cup on the table for more wine instead of lifting his pinky finger. In a loud voice he made fun of philosophers, poets, and musicians, claiming they added nothing to society, an argument that caused the polished Athenians and Corinthians at the table to wince and roll their eyes. He made fun of the other men’s lavishly applied scent, announcing that “Sweat is the finest perfume a man can have.” And his twangy Macedonian dialect isn’t even considered Greek at all.

But he is strong, confident. When he came to the throne three years ago, Macedon was a patchwork quilt of squabbling petty chieftains, that he quickly molded into a united nation with a first-class army. Then he thrashed the Illyrians and stole the Athenians’ gold mines, leaving the cultural center of the Greek world sputtering with fury.

“My lord, my lady, it is time for your robing,” says a fresh-faced girl barely in her teens, holding out a white robe. An older girl stands next to Philip also carrying a robe. Stepping into the shadows, Myrtale drops the warm cape and shivers again as the girl wraps her in the white wool robe and sets a crown of mulberry leaves on her head. When she turns, Philip is wearing the same costume. He looks her up and down, his eye practically devouring her. “Princess Polyxena,” he says softly.

“That’s what my family calls me,” she says. “But my friends call me Myrtale.”

“By all means I want to be your friend, Princess Myrtale.” He laughs and extends his huge hand. “Come,” he says. “It is time. Are you ready?”

No. “Yes,” she says flashing him a winning smile. She tilts her head, looking at him through her eyelashes.

The girls lead them from the beach into the temple complex and open a small door in the wall of an empty courtyard. Inside is a tiny room lit by torches. “Stand here, on the center stone,” says the older one. “May the goddesses find you worthy,” they say in unison and leave, closing the door behind them.

Myrtale and Philip, holding hands, stand on the stone and look around expectantly. There seem to be no doors, nowhere to go but back the way they came. Myrtale yelps in horrified surprise as her legs fly out from under her while Philip bellows in anger; the stone they were standing on has fallen open. The two of them tumble down a long chute into utter darkness, ending in a tangle of arms and legs in a pile of bristly hay, from what she can tell.

“Well,” he says, “I didn’t expect that. Are you all right?”

“I didn’t break anything,” Myrtale says, standing and rubbing her elbows. She extends her arms in the darkness and takes a few steps forward. “Let’s see if there’s a door handle.” She wonders if he can hear the fear in her voice. The two of them feel the four little walls but don’t find anything. Myrtale’s heart is racing. What if there is no way out of here? What if no one comes to get them? They will be trapped, forever, moldering skeletons in the darkness.

But of course someone will get them out, she tells herself. The guardians of the temple would lose business—the whole scandal might even start a war—if they killed a king and a princess. It’s just that this dark, small space reminds her of the time Kallithoe locked her in a closet for an entire day when she was eight. She screamed her throat raw and clawed her fingernails to bloody nubs and bruised her entire body trying to escape.

“No way to get out,” she says in a tremulous voice, trying to control the rising panic. “Can you hoist me up to find that chute?” She’s in the closet again, desperate to break out of the abyss of blackness, ready to claw and kick the walls and start shrieking.

“I don’t think that’s what they want us to do, Myrtale,” comes the calm, reassuring response. “We’ll have to wait. At least you’re not alone.”

He’s right. This time she is not alone, locked in the dark. Philip of Macedon is with her, and that comforts her. “While we’re waiting,” he says, feeling for her arm and gently tugging her down to a seated position, “tell me about yourself.”

She takes a deep breath and steadies herself. What can she say to a king about her life and her family that is true without putting them—and her—in a bad light? Still, she has to say something, if only to stop herself from going crazy in the darkness. She talks, hesitantly at first, about her mother dying when she was four, and a new stepmother who wasn’t fond of her; of her father, a well-meaning king who dotes on her older brother because he is the boy and will lead the army.

She finds it’s easier somehow to speak about her life in the dark, when he can’t see her face and she can’t see his, and she wonders if he can read between the lines of what she’s saying. If he can understand the loneliness, the neglect, the constant put-downs and brutal beatings. He places his huge hand on her small one as she speaks, warming it.

She’s become accustomed to using her beauty to charm people. She’s even practiced it when she’s alone in her room: smiling slowly, tilting her head in pretended interest, swaying her hips ever so slightly when she walks. But here in the dark, he wouldn’t see any of that. Here she is only a girl, only herself, speaking truth. Now she pauses, wondering if she sounds like she’s wallowing in self-pity. Or worse, that she’s a spoiled child. What does he think? What will he say?

“And are you a fast runner?” he asks, amusement in his voice.

“Runner?” she asks. It’s the last thing in the world she expected him to say. “Not really. Why?”

“I hear Epirus has so many bears and wolves the people either become swift runners—even racing full speed up all those mountains you have—or get eaten. Since you’re still alive, I assume you can run. Perhaps when we are out of here I will start chasing you and see how fast you go.”

Myrtale laughs. “We might be fast, but you Macedonians have the reputation of oxen, strong, stubborn and slow.”

“Which means if I could catch you, I wouldn’t let you go.”

A heavy rolling sound cuts them short, and she sees that the wall ahead of them is swinging open to reveal a stone corridor, brightly lit by torches on both sides. Philip helps her up from the hay, and together they walk down the twisting, turning passage, often coming to forks where he wastes no time in choosing to go right or left. Myrtale is certain they are going in circles when she sees the same slimy patch of mildew on the wall again and points it out to Philip. At the next fork he chooses a different passage, and after a time, they hear the frenzied barking and snarling of a dog around the next turn.

Myrtale stops dead in her tracks. When she was six her father’s hunting dog bit her on the arm, a painful, oozing wound that took months to heal completely. So far this initiation is bringing up all of her worst childhood memories.

Philip puts an arm around her. “Afraid of dogs?” he asks.

“Only vicious ones,” she says. “That one sounds particularly vicious.”

“I am sure the sanctuary doesn’t want to kill its initiates or even wound them,” he says. “It would be bad for business. Perhaps the lesson is to push on through our fear to obtain our goals.” He bends down and looks her in the eye. “Are you ready?”

No. But she realizes that Philip could probably tear a vicious dog apart with his bare hands, and the thought gives her courage. More than courage—in fact, the image makes her grin. She’d like to see this war hero in action, in his element. There’s something thrilling about his lack of fear, lack of hesitance. Together they walk ahead and turn the corner. There, chained in an alcove lit by torches, is a huge, black, three-headed dog. Cerberus, guardian of the Underworld. All three heads are open, baring hideous long yellow fangs, as the creature lunges at them, kept in check by its short chain.

Myrtale almost faints, but Philip holds her up. “Come now,” he whispers in her ear, his lips grazing it. “I think that poor beast is forced to sit there for hours with a fake leather head strapped on each side of its face. If you look closely, you can see that two of the mouths stay open all the time. Only the middle one opens and closes.”

She hears the humor in his voice, but Myrtale isn’t so sure, and she certainly doesn’t want to look closely. Leaning heavily on him, she staggers forward. Around the next bend they find themselves blocked by a stagnant-smelling canal. In a small boat sits a hooded figure with a paddle. Myrtale can’t see his face but gets a glimpse of something white as bone beneath his moth-eaten hood. Her feet refuse to move, and Philip practically drags her forward.

The head inclines toward them. “Pilgrims, do you wish to cross?” says a voice as slow and cold as death.

“We do,” Philip says.

She starts to pull back, but he is holding her tightly.

“Pay the ferryman.” The figure stretches forth a scabbed, skeletal hand that looks like it belongs to a month-old corpse. He even smells musty and decayed.

One arm still tightly around Myrtale, Philip reaches into his pouch and brings out two obols. The ferryman takes them and puts them in the folds of his robe. “You may enter,” he intones.

“Philip, I am not—”

“Oh yes, you are,” he says, picking her up as if she were a two-year-old and boarding the little boat. He sits down heavily with her on his lap, and the boat rocks from side to side. “We are not going to have it said that the Princess of Epirus is a scared baby who couldn’t complete the Mysteries of the Kabeiri.”

He’s right, of course. If she ran screaming back out the entrance doors, the whole world would laugh at her forever. It’s exactly the kind of amusing royal scandal ambassadors love to report back to their kings. The sophisticated Athenians would laugh at her at their drinking symposia. The harem of the Persian Great King would cluck about her like delighted hens. Worst of all, she would have to endure the sneers and taunts of Aunt Aglaia and her stepmother—who both passed the initiation thirty years ago—until her dying day. She buries her head in Philip’s neck as the ferryman starts to paddle down the foul-smelling canal.

“Enter the realm of forgetfulness,” the ferryman says, and Myrtale only wishes she could. She shuts her eyes and hears the oars slowly plying the water, feels the beating of Philip’s heart. She smells wood smoke on his neck and the clean fragrance of his pilgrim’s tunic, a blend of river water, fresh air and sunshine instead of the tomb-like stench of the ferryman. After what seems like an eternity, the boat stops.

“Exit,” says the ferryman.

Philip carries her out of the boat and sets her down. She hears oars dipping into water and a horrible cackle coming from the ferryman but doesn’t look back. They are in another winding, torch-lit corridor. Myrtale is so delighted to be away from the ferryman that at first she doesn’t notice anything wrong, until her bare feet stick on something. She looks down. The floor is covered with blood. Panicked, she looks around and sees that the walls are streaming blood. She wants to run—but where?

At the end of a corridor stands a white marble statue of a naked god dripping blood, torches planted all around the pedestal beneath his feet.

“What is it?” Myrtale whispers. She has never seen anything so horrible in her life.

The statue opens its strange, pale blue eyes.

Myrtale gasps, staggering backward.

“Who wishes to know the Mysteries of the Kabeiri?” the statue asks.

“Two humble initiates searching for truth,” Philip answers, his strong arm around Myrtale.

“Do you swear by the Kindly Ones you will never say a word about the initiation into the Mysteries of the Kabeiri?”

The Kindly Ones—a polite name for the Furies—will severely punish anyone who breaks an oath in their name, lashing them with invisible steel-tipped whips until they become screaming lunatics.

Myrtale looks to Philip. “We do,” they reply together.

“Do you wish to be purified through rebirth?” the high-pitched voice demands.

“We do,” Philip replies firmly. Myrtale can’t seem to reply because she senses that something awful is coming. Every hair on her body stands on end, waiting, and she finds she can’t even draw breath. At that moment blood is dumped all over them from buckets hanging from the ceiling, real blood, with its sickening coppery smell. Myrtale bursts into tears as she wipes the blood out of her eyes.

“Blessed, blessed are those who know the Mysteries of the Great Mother Goddess!” the statue cries. “You are reborn!” At that moment double doors behind him open. Outside, in a courtyard, is a throng of people dancing, drinking and playing music. Myrtale and Philip emerge, blood-spattered, and the people cheer and dance around them. “Blessed are those who know the Mysteries of the Mother!” they cry.

Someone hands them each a cup of kykeon: wine, barley, grated goat cheese and something else to free the mind. Myrtale is glad the blood on her face hides her tears. She forces a smile, downs the kykeon in one long gulp and looks around for more.

“That was a very good show,” Philip says, smiling down at her. “All fake, of course. But well done. I’m sorry it scared you.”

“I wasn’t scared,” Myrtale protests automatically and, knowing what a huge lie it is, laughs out loud. “Actually, I thought I would drop dead of fear.” And they both laugh so long it hurts her stomach. Now tears of laughter roll down her face. Suddenly she stops laughing, and shouts, “Can someone get this blood off me?” Then she and Philip buckle over in laughter again.

When she stands upright, she asks, “Would you tell a lie for me?”

He bows in mock chivalry. “Anything, my lady.”

“Would you tell my aunt that I was as brave as a general down there? Because if you do, she will have to give me her best garnet necklace, with the most magnificent fat stones and a fringe of little gold amphorae in between. Best of all, I’ll wear it to every meal, and she’ll be so bursting with spite she won’t be able to eat.”

“Consider it done!” he says, and they smile conspiratorially at each other.

Attendants lead them away to separate baths, and Myrtale is scrubbed blissfully clean and wrapped snug in luxurious furs. She hesitates as she exits the baths, then decides to avoid the main temple courtyard where that old dragon Aglaia is waiting, and wanders out to the beach instead, to watch the surf roll in. Moonlight streams across thick clouds hanging low over the ocean like greasy, unwashed wool.

The regular pounding of the waves calms her nerves after the ordeal of the initiation. Thinking back on it, she doesn’t understand the significance of the Mysteries. Rebirth, yes, but in what way? What does it mean? How does it make her better? There are secrets rolled up in secrets in that ritual. The world is full of them, and she has a few of her own. Suddenly she misses Riel so much, her entire body aches.

“Ah, clean again,” says a gruff, friendly voice behind her. She turns to see Philip, also clean, wearing a black fur cape. She smiles up at him.

“I’ve been watching you a few minutes, Princess,” he says. “What were you thinking about?”

She can’t exactly tell him about Riel. “I was thinking about how wide the world is,” she says. “About the secrets we all have. Have you ever considered, Philip, that secrets are power? I want to collect everyone’s secrets so I have power.”

He chuckles. “A woman’s approach. I think power is power. Military might is power. A longer spear. A faster horse. Better catapults. But even that isn’t enough.”

“What else?”

“The hardest part,” he says, shifting his weight, “is keeping your power after you win the battles. And that’s why ruling wisely is the power to keep power. To show those you’ve conquered that life under your rule is safer and more prosperous than it would be under the thumb of anyone else. If you can convince them of that, they won’t mind paying you taxes or sending their men to fight your wars.”

Myrtale is intrigued. “How do you convince them of that?” she asks. She has never heard her father talk so. But then again, King Neoptolemus of Epirus never conquered anybody, which is why he needs military alliances so badly. Her father, she long ago decided, is an utterly inept individual, whether it’s fighting a war, choosing a wife, or raising a daughter.

Philip looks out to sea, and a stiff breeze ruffles his auburn hair. “For one thing, you promote trade,” he says, his voice serious, “so that local businesses prosper. Farmers sell their crops. Tanners their hides. Potters their pots. People can afford to buy luxury items from far away. You keep the roads repaired and harbors in good order so all that trade can come in and go out. You appoint fair judges and behead any who take bribes. You are strict with criminals and hold public executions so law-abiding citizens feel safe. You hold festivals, athletic contests and horse races to entertain the people now and then.”

Myrtale has never thought of this. Philip, for all of his rough, uncultured ways, is truly brilliant.

He turns toward her, his eye feasting on her. “Who gave you that garland, Myrtale?” he asks, touching the flowers in her hair.

“The girl who dressed me after the bath,” she says.

“It looks like a crown. And you look like a queen.” He puts his hands on her arms, leans down and kisses her, not as tenderly as Riel first kissed her, but with an exciting urgency. His short beard is prickly against her smooth cheek, and she’s not sure if she likes it or not. But she does find herself melting into his bearlike embrace, feeling small and overpowered and liking that very much. He’s so tall and strong and muscular.

She gently pulls away from him, and he wraps locks of her long blond hair around this thick fingers.

“You would make a lovely Queen of Macedon.”

She’s taken aback by this comment. She has enjoyed flirting with him. After all, he’s a king, and a powerful one. She would never have made it through the Mysteries without him by her side. But...marriage? She could never marry someone like him. He only has one eye. He bangs his cup on the table for more wine and, given his comments about perfume and sweat, probably reeks when he isn’t required to endure daily ritual baths. He doesn’t even speak proper Greek. Suddenly she’s nervous. He’s staring at her, waiting. She’s supposed to say something.

“You already have four wives,” she says, batting her eyes at him.

He laughs. “Wives, yes, all of whom I married to make military alliances. I’ve never fallen in love with a woman before, though.”

Surely he isn’t saying he’s falling in love with her? So quickly? Now this really is getting dangerous.

He clears his throat. “But I have no queen. None of them has provided me with an heir. Phila, no pregnancies in seven years. Philinna, two miscarriages in four years. Nicesipolis, a miscarriage and a stillbirth in three years. Audata, a girl—Cynane—a year ago. Maybe there’s hope still with Audata.”

He kicks his boot in the sand. “But I promise you this, Myrtale, if you marry me and give me a son, I will make you my queen. Queen not just of Macedon, but of all the lands I will conquer. Persia, for instance.”

Silvery laughter bubbles out of her throat at this preposterous statement. The Persian Empire stretches from the mainland nations a few miles east of here, which owe allegiance to the Great King, across the entire old Babylonian Empire and into the mountainous regions of Bactria. It is the most powerful empire in the history of mankind, with millions of soldiers, untold riches in gold and gems, and thousands of prosperous cities bustling with trade. It must be a hundred times the size of Macedon, its army hundreds of times larger than Philip’s.

“You’re going to conquer Persia?” she asks, disbelief dangling in her voice. “Defeat the Great King?”

“Oh yes,” he says quite confidently. “Do you know what the Great King brings with him to battle? Chattering harems, slave girls, bathtubs, barrels of wine, fidgeting eunuchs, mumbling priests, barbers, scribes, perfumers, cooks, laundresses, wagons full of incense, carpets and rich clothing. I bring fighting men and weapons. I’m not nearly ready yet to take him on, of course. I’ll have to conquer all of Greece first so I don’t have to fear enemies in the rear when I head east. But the time will come. And you will make a beautiful Persian empress.”

Maybe, in time, he could do it. The thought of all that power, all those riches, makes her head spin. Every man in the world would want to have her. Every woman would want to be her. She would have to set up a spy network on friends and enemies alike. Be very careful of poisons. Get a taster. She could even buy a set of those huge, rare Egyptian emeralds. She looks up at him, smiling. Her gaze fixes on the lump where his left eye used to be, and she works hard to keep that smile going. While her ambition is titillated at the thought becoming Empress of Persia, she finds that the thought of marrying him, if not revolting, then, at least, is unsettling. He is, simply, not what she ever imagined.

He is not Riel.

“Well, Princess, I fear I must go in. My ship leaves early tomorrow. Allow me to see you back to your family.”

Wordlessly, she lets him escort her through the sanctuary complex back to the courtyard where her aunt has been waiting in a state of slumping intoxication.

Something has changed tonight. She can feel that, though she’s not sure yet what it will mean. Perhaps that is the nature of the Mysteries.

* * *

Finally home a few days later, Myrtale grumbles to herself, as she slides off her horse and stares at the squat walls of the Ambracian palace. Back to everything she hates and the only thing—except Helen—she loves: Riel. Tonight she will sneak away and see him at last.

When she pushes open her bedroom door, at first she thinks she has made a mistake and it’s the wrong room. She steps back, looks at the doorway and its position in the hall, and realizes it is the right room. She walks in. It’s full of people—her stepmother and a half dozen servant women unrolling bolts of shimmering fabric over the bed and chairs and open trunks. Two women are making notes on wax tablets. Her dressing table is cluttered with jewelry she has never seen before. Her eyes take in a high gold crown with pearls, a carnelian-and-turquoise necklace and a large amethyst brooch. Expensive Egyptian glass scent bottles crowd her writing desk.

“What’s this?” she asks.

Kallithoe turns around, a bolt of purplish-blue material over her arm. “Wedding gifts,” she says sharply. “Congratulations. You’re getting married.”

Myrtale’s eyebrows shoot up. “Who’s the lucky king?” she asks, feigning indifference.

“Philip of Macedon. You’ll be his fifth wife,” Kallithoe adds, malice flickering in her hard, dark eyes. “Ha! I bet his other wives will keep you in line.”

Myrtale is too shocked to utter a word.

“Well, why are you standing there like an idiot?” Kallithoe asks, briskly folding the cloth. “Go thank your father.”

“How was this arranged?” Myrtale asks, trying to understand how this has happened so quickly.

“Philip heard of you and asked your father to send you to the Mysteries of the Kabeiri so he could get a good look at you. They agreed that if he liked what he saw, he could have you. He did like you—the gods only know why, lust, probably—and sent express messengers who arrived yesterday with these gifts. Once Philip and your father have hammered out the treaty and made the arrangements, off you go. Back on the boat the way you came and good riddance.”

Her stepmother’s face glows with triumph. Her handmaidens—specially chosen for being as ugly and ill-tempered as Kallithoe herself—don’t raise their eyes but smirk as they continue their work.

A hot blaze of fury rushes through Myrtale’s body. Her cheeks are flaming hot. Her underarms prickle. She wants to take her thick silver hairbrush and beat the smirks off those handmaidens’ faces. She wants to grab her embroidery scissors and stab her stepmother in her wide rear end.

“I will not marry him. You can’t make me.”

“No, I can’t,” Kallithoe admits, bending over the empty trunk and slamming the lid shut. She puts her hands on her wide hips and says, “But your father can. And he will.”

Myrtale runs down the stairs to the first floor, then down a narrow winding staircase to the cellars. Passing storerooms of wine, oil and grain, she enters one containing old palace furniture: dismantled beds, broken chairs, outmoded tables. Behind an old traveling trunk, she picks up a fire-starter set and lights a lantern she keeps there. Then she moves a pair of old slatted door shutters and opens a long-forgotten door. As she lurches forward, the damp narrow tunnel seems to crush her, just as marriage to Philip would crush her.

She emerges in bushes on the far side of the palace service quarters, outside the guarded gates and thick walls. The late-morning sun feels good on her face after the dank, dark tunnel. Running feels good, too, running through all her pent-up rage and fear, across an autumn meadow painted yellow and deep red and fiery orange. She doesn’t stop until she reaches the hill. Then she brushes away the branches barring the low entrance like golden-gloved arms and crawls on her hands and knees into the cave.

He is waiting for her, as always. Torchlight flickers across his face as his lips twist into a smile. She rises to her feet and stands for a moment, drinking him in. He’s wearing a white ankle-length robe bordered in a gold key design that exposes his strong, hairless chest at the top. A gold laurel wreath sits on his head. Just like a god.

She runs to him and throws her arms around him.

“What’s happened?” he asks, pulling away from her a bit.

“They are making me...marry...Philip of Macedon,” she gasps through the stitch in her side from running so fast. Riel’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. Then his face slides into a slow smile.

Why is he smiling? She just told him the worst news ever. “I won’t do it,” she says. “They can’t make me. I will run away with you first.”

He stares down at her, torchlight reflected in his half-closed eyes. “Philip is offering you power, Myrtale.” His voice is as mesmerizing as his eyes are: slow and deliberate, almost lulling her to sleep. She fights hard against the urge to give in to him, focusing on her rage until she almost spits her reply.

“Everyone knows queens have no more power than a brood mare.”

“Except any colt you bear will be king. That is power, if you choose to use it.” He slides his arms more tightly around her, and she feels every muscle in her body tingle. She inhales the scent of his neck, fresh pine and powdered amber and sandalwood oil. How could she leave this man for a smelly, one-eyed barbarian? Her rage turns to despair, roiling in her stomach, pounding in her head.

“But even for all the power in the world...I can’t...I can’t lose you.” She doesn’t want to cry, but there’s a wetness against her cheeks.

He licks the tears off, then kisses her jaw, her ear, her neck.

“You won’t lose me, my love,” he says, running strong fingers through her hair, stroking her cheek. She smells his aroma again and wants to melt into him, through his skin, right into his blood and muscles, his thoughts and feelings. Join him so completely she will lose herself in him, and he can never separate from her again.

“I will follow you,” he says, his nose against her cheek, his breath hot on her neck. “Advise you. It is quite simple, really. You follow power and I follow you.”

Doesn’t he mind her marrying another man? Her being in his arms? Shouldn’t the mere thought make him furious with jealousy? Why is he pushing her into Philip’s bed? Why doesn’t he want to run away with her and keep her entirely for himself?

As if he can read her mind, he pulls away and says, “Myrtale, you are ambitious. Unless you possess power, you will grow frustrated, bitter. I, too, am ambitious. Consider this. Most warrior kings die young. If you are the widowed regent for a young son, you must marry again to protect the kingdom. Whom would you marry?”

Suddenly she understands. Warm relief floods her, soothes her.

He pulls her tightly to him, his arms wrapping around her slender back, and whispers in her ear, “Why don’t you bring that oracle friend you told me about? Her voices can guide you, tell you what to do.”

She pulls away slightly and smiles up at him. It is the best idea she’s ever heard. If she takes Helen with her to Macedon, she won’t be alone in a foreign court; she will have her best friend there. And Helen’s prophecies will help her understand how to get Riel on the throne of Macedon when the time comes.

“Let us help each other’s ambitions, you and I,” he says, stroking her neck. “Work together. Always.”

Their bodies communicate more than his words that she’s his—first and always, no matter what. She gives in, gasping. He smiles, his teeth sinking into the soft flesh of her shoulder, his tongue against her clavicle, and then on her neck, snakelike, and she writhes, wanting more—knowing she will never, never have enough.

* * *

That afternoon Myrtale seeks out her father in his office. She can tell at a glance that Kallithoe has told him of her resistance to the marriage because beneath his beard his jaw tightens. He pushes away several scrolls, waves his hand for his secretary to disappear and tents his fingers, grim-faced and waiting. Myrtale acts hesitant, penitent. She looks at the floor and twists her robe in her hands.

“Father,” she begins, pleased with the little crack in her voice, “after such a long and exhausting journey, I was surprised at the news of my marriage and reacted badly. I have given it some thought and wanted to tell you that yes, of course, I will marry Philip.”

Neoptolemus grins and rises, arms extended. “My daughter,” he says. “I knew you would come around to reason. Macedon will be a vital ally for us. And you will be the queen of the most powerful man in Greece...if you consider Macedon to be part of Greece. And if you bear him a son quickly.”

He embraces her, and she makes an awkward attempt at hugging him back, though her arms feel like lobster claws. She can’t recall ever having hugged him in her life, and it feels quite unnatural, like wrapping her arms around a bristly wild boar.

“Oh, a letter came for you from Dodona,” he says, picking up a slender scroll from his table and handing it to her. “My secretary sent a response back that you were in Samothrace.”

Eagerly, Myrtale tears it open. It is from Helen in their secret code, inviting Myrtale to visit her. This is the perfect time to ask her father about taking Helen with her.

“Father,” she says, flashing him an ingratiating smile, “I would like the Oracle of Dodona to come with me to Macedon—”

Neoptolemus cuts her off. “I know you are friendly with her, Polyxena, but she is doing a brisk business in Dodona,” he says. “People are bypassing Delphi and flocking here, spending a great deal of money. Let us send some other girls to accompany you.”

Myrtale nods thoughtfully. “That is true. But you, yourself, Father, said that we must use our position in Macedon for the benefit of Epirus. And having the oracle with me in Pella would help our entire kingdom. Come to think of it—” now she smiles broadly, looking at him in total admiration “—you also said I need to get a son quickly to cement our alliance and become queen. I’m sure Helen can tell me which day is most auspicious to conceive him and which days to avoid. She will let me know of any enemy plans to invade Epirus, and I will persuade Philip to send you troops. Truly, Father, no spy could be better placed to help Epirus. You are right about that.”

Neoptolemus nods thoughtfully. “Yes,” he says slowly. “That is all true.”

She beams at him. “You have come up with a brilliant strategy.”

“Yes,” he says. “I’m glad I thought of it.”

 




Chapter Eight

Three months later. Winter 357 B.C.

Helen approaches the royal palace of Ambracia with a groan of relief. She has been ten hours in the saddle; her thighs are so sore she can hardly stand, and she’s stiff with cold. The rolling countryside between Dodona and Ambracia must be gorgeous during any other season, but now it is the dead of winter, the trees skeletal, the pale yellow grass flat and limp.

She’s leaving her life behind for the third time now. Theangela, Halicarnassus, Dodona. Her life pattern always seems to uproot her from one place and slap her down in the next, leaving behind friends and everything she has grown used to. Still, she’s grateful to Myrtale. Grateful to be wanted. To be needed.

They both agreed that when they went to Macedon, they would keep secret the fact that Helen was an oracle; otherwise everyone from King Philip to the lowliest stable boy would be knocking on her door at all hours, begging for prophecies. They agreed instead to pretend that Helen is a friend of Myrtale’s from Epirus. Helen will ostensibly serve as one of the queen’s many handmaidens and give her prophecies secretly, behind closed doors.

It took the Epirote Temple Council three months to find a new oracle to replace her—a fake one, of course—but one who gives wonderfully melodramatic oracular performances complete with piercing shrieks and horrifying grimaces. Helen suspects she is mentally unbalanced, but she ought to draw a crowd, and that’s all they care about.

She hasn’t seen Myrtale in those three months as the princess was busy preparing for her wedding. But Stranger came twice to Dodona. Each time Helen was able to reach the gods, but the voices and visions were even more disturbing. Rapid-fire images careened through her head: blood and war, scorched earth and raging floods, and fire raining from the sky as something swallowed the moon and the moon reappeared and swallowed the sun. She bellowed prophecies of doom and destruction that left her shaking and empty. And every time the voice told Stranger he couldn’t join the gods until someone with divine blood ruled Macedon.

Afterward he held her until she recovered her strength. Then they kissed and toyed with each other on the steps of the dais. Though he had more self-discipline than she did, he wanted her, too, she was sure now, at least, of that. Each time he finally pulled away from her, it was with a kind of panting anger. It reminded her of when Mausolus’s fat minister of trade was trying to slim down; he would force himself to stand up in the middle of dinner, sweep his gaze over the mouthwatering honey cakes and roast lamb and, summoning every ounce of resolve he possessed, stalk off, frustration etched in every line of his face. Stranger was like that, storming away from what he wanted: her, Helen, to be his lover, to do with her everything a man and a woman in love are supposed to do.

The thought of his urgent need for her thrills her, sending shivers of pleasure through her entire body. The memory of his hands and lips and scent haunt her during the day and torment her at night. No matter where she is, no matter what she is doing, she thinks about it, relives it, fantasizes about going further.

He promised he would come to Macedon and see her there. And she almost believes he will. Doesn’t he need more prophecies? Doesn’t he long to touch her again? She can only hope.

In the main palace courtyard, she slides off her horse and rubs her sore legs as servants clamber forward and remove her saddlebags. The buildings surrounding her like stone arms are low and ungainly with arrow-slit windows, the only beautiful things the flags flying from the walls and battlements: golden double-headed eagles on a bright blue background. It’s a far cry from the breezy palace on the island of Halicarnassus harbor. That courtyard had large windows, tall columns and elegant loggias.

An officious butler shows Helen to her room where she bathes and changes her robe. No sooner is she dressed than the door swings open and in the threshold stands a cross-looking matron with a single eyebrow across her face. She puts her hands on her hips and says, “So you’re the oracle my stepdaughter was so eager to have?”

It must be Kallithoe, Myrtale’s awful stepmother. “Yes, my lady, I am.”

“Well, she’s run off again,” the woman snaps. “I suppose after all the fuss she made about getting you invited, she doesn’t care if you’re here or not.” And she’s gone. Helen winces, but not for herself. Poor Myrtale has had to put up with this woman’s nastiness since she was four.

She decides to wait in her room for her friend and unpacks her few possessions. When everything is in order, she sits on her bed. But still Myrtale doesn’t come. Perhaps Helen could explore a bit. On the road to the palace she saw the town of Ambracia below, spread out along the shores of the sparkling Aracthos River. She might go down there and look around.

In the hallways she ducks out of the way of servants carrying trays of food, chamber pots and brooms. Out in the courtyard, she sees several guards near the gates standing around a burning brazier, warming their hands.

They nod and smile at Helen as she approaches and asks them if there is a shortcut to the town. She has positioned herself upwind of the smoke—the last thing she wants is to go into a trance in front of the soldiers—but then the wind shifts and a curl of black smoke drifts right up her nose. She coughs and the men laugh as one tells her how to find a footpath that will take her down the hill into town.

At first she thinks nothing will happen. There is no pounding in her head, no hot tingling of her skin. She thanks the guards, walks out the palace gates and down the road where she spots the worn path up ahead. But her plans are interrupted by a throbbing behind her forehead, and then the voices: Male and female, tangled in a womb.

She covers her face. What does it mean? She feels hands squeezing her shoulders and turning her around, away from the town by the river. She walks around the palace walls and then through meadows, over patches of frozen mud, the earth hard as stone. Male and female, tangled in a womb. When she sees a small hill, she knows this is the place they want her to see. But there’s nothing on the hill, just leafless bushes and barren saplings.

She is pushed forward, right up to one side of the hill. Then she sees it, a small opening half-hidden by bushes. Cautiously she crawls inside, the voices still pounding in her head. Pebbles grind into her bare knees. Finally, she emerges in a cave lit by torches. It is, in fact, womblike. And there, on the floor beneath blankets, is the tangle of male and female the voices mentioned. She wonders if she has entered a tomb instead of a womb; perhaps these are the bodies of some ancient mummified king and queen. Then one of them sighs and stirs. Helen forces herself to step forward and take a closer look. There must be a reason that the voices wanted her to come here.

There, wrapped in each other’s arms, are Myrtale...and a man.

No, not a man.

Stranger.

Helen gasps, staggering backward as she reaches for the ragged wall of the cave.

Her Stranger is here. He’s...he’s in Myrtale’s arms.

Of course.

Because Stranger is no stranger to Myrtale.

Stranger is Riel—Myrtale’s lover. The one she’s spent hours—whole nights—talking about with Helen.

And this is the cave Myrtale so often described.

The truth of it is dazzlingly obvious. Dizzying. Lights dance in front of her eyes, and she fights the urge to sink to the ground, spiral down into blackness. She focuses on staying conscious. She should avert her gaze, look at the cave walls where, in the torchlight, tiny figures of men and animals seem to dance, but she can’t wrench her eyes away. His right hand curls around Myrtale’s shoulder in a gesture that is both possessive and comfortable. A lock of Myrtale’s silver-blond hair falls against his neck and her lips curl in a sleeping smile. Helen, too, would smile in her sleep if he was wrapped around her. A big toe—is it his or hers?—sticks out of the bottom of the blanket.

Gasping, Helen tries to find the passageway to crawl back out but it seems to have disappeared. Panicked, she beats the walls, looking for the opening. As she nears a wall torch, a thread of smoke curls up her nostrils and she coughs into her hands, afraid of waking the two people on the floor. Male and female, tangled in a womb, the voices say, again and again. The cave spins and wheels as she falls and claws at the earthen floor. The little stick-figure men on the walls chase the fleeing antlered animals that bellow in fear. A buzzing blackness descends on her, until all is blessedly quiet.

* * *

Someone is poking Helen in the ribs and laughing loudly. When she opens her eyes, she sees it’s Myrtale. Helen pushes herself up and looks around for Stranger—Riel—but realizes she is back in her room in the Ambracia palace. Was she ever really in the cave? Or was she in this bed the whole time and merely had another vision, a prophetic dream?

“It’s time you woke up, you silly goose,” Myrtale says.

“Sorry,” Helen says, trying to act normal. It’s so hard to look Myrtale in the eye. She drops her gaze to her amazing gold necklace with garnets as large as coins and dozens of small gold amphorae. It’s beautiful, finer than anything Myrtale ever wore before, but soon her friend is going to become a queen. “That journey was exhausting,” she says, stretching, looking at the ceiling and hoping her voice doesn’t sound odd. “I thought my thighs were glued to the horse when I tried to get off.”

Myrtale embraces her and Helen awkwardly reciprocates. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she says. “I’ve missed you so much. I wish I had been here when you arrived. But I wasn’t sure when you would come. And I went to see him.” She giggles. “In our cave. We made love and then we fell asleep.” She proceeds to tell Helen the details.

This time, though, instead of listening as a friend or with the curiosity of a virgin, Helen lets herself be a vessel through which Myrtale’s voice passes without really paying much attention. Just another voice, she tells herself. It means nothing to me.
Nothing.

Because if she listened, every word would be a searing stab to her flesh. It all makes sense now, how Stranger came into her life. Clearly, Riel heard about Helen’s prophetic abilities from Myrtale and sought her out for his own purposes. He used Helen. Flirted with her. Asked her questions and pretended to hang on her every word. It was all a joke. On her. Because he never cared a bit for her. He loves Myrtale. Anger and embarrassment burn her face. Despair roils in her gut.

As Myrtale chatters on about Riel’s kisses, Helen begins to hate the voices—the gods’ voices, Myrtale’s voice—so much that she is nauseated. She sees the horrifying image again, a tangle of arms and legs under blankets on the cave floor. Myrtale’s hair spilling onto his head, his hand on her shoulder. Myrtale with the man that she loves. The man who doesn’t love her. She feels bile rising in her throat, coughs loudly, claps her hand over her mouth and looks for an empty pot.

Myrtale’s eyes widen. “Are you sick?” she asks.

Wide-eyed, Helen nods.

“Poor thing,” Myrtale says, grabbing a bowl of fruit and emptying it on the table before handing it to her. “A journey like yours can sure make you want to toss up your lunch.”

* * *

The journey to Pella is far worse and makes Helen toss up breakfast, lunch and dinner. The middle of winter is no time to travel. North winds churn the seas into seething crests and troughs and descend upon their ship like the cruel knives of an invading army, slicing through the wooden planks, stabbing through flesh, leaving bones aching from the cold.

Only the cook has a fire—constantly watched by the crew—as it’s too dangerous to let passengers have one that might tip over in the rough winter swells. The cook does, however, heat stones in his fire pot and hand them to Helen and Myrtale swaddled in cloth. They climb into their narrow bunk, blissfully warm until the stones cool, and then cling to each other’s body for warmth as the ship rises and sinks. Sometimes Helen vomits into a bucket as Myrtale holds her head.

When the ship docks in a lake—Pella, King Philip’s capital, has no port—Helen stumbles across the gangplank, desperate to get to land. But even the land seems to pitch and roll. Myrtale takes her arm and guides her gently to the carriage where she lies down as her friend stays outside to meet with Philip’s ambassadors. It’s a long journey to Pella—the better part of a day—but by the time they arrive outside the walls in an elaborate camp city, Helen feels much better and ravenously hungry.

Now, standing outside their luxurious tent, Helen can see the high walls and towers that ring Pella, the capital of Macedon, and rising in the middle of the town is another set of walls that surround the royal palace. The red horizontal rays of the setting sun make the walls glow like two concentric carnelian crowns. An hour past dawn tomorrow morning, the royal entourage will parade into the city with musicians, dancers, acrobats and a good portion of Philip’s army.

“I’ve never seen a robe like that,” Myrtale says, sitting cross-legged on a luxurious carpet as Helen, kneeling behind her, brushes her hair. “Aren’t you amazed by that rich scarlet color? They must have killed a million beetles to get such a deep dye. And so many jewels sewn on! I’m not sure I can stand up in it tomorrow. But why did his ambassador bring it, and not Philip himself?” She pops a cheese-stuffed olive into her mouth and chews thoughtfully.

“Oh, I imagine he wants your reunion to be in full public view,” Helen says. “I’ve heard that for a warrior he’s quite theatrical.” She holds a clump of Myrtale’s silver-blond tresses across the palm of her hand and sees them again falling over Stranger’s head as they slept. Pain stabs her chest, and she inhales sharply.

“I wonder what it will be like in bed with Philip,” Myrtale says, giggling. “I mean, will it be very different from Riel? I suppose men all do the same things.” As her friend rattles on, Helen feels bitterness pulsating throughout her entire body. It’s not right that Myrtale gets two lovers and Helen will never have any. For a moment she has the urge to take a pair of scissors and chop off the long shining locks in her hand at the scalp.

“Last night I told him it was his last opportunity to run off with me so I didn’t have to sleep with another man,” Myrtale says. “But he wants me to be queen, so here I am.”

Last night? Helen frowns. Riel isn’t in their retinue from Epirus. Has he followed them? Agreed to meet Myrtale here? Did Myrtale sneak out of their tent last night after Helen had fallen into an exhausted and dreamless sleep?

This evening, when Myrtale’s breathing is deep and regular, it’s Helen’s turn to sneak out. The campfires among the tents are little more than glowing embers. Guards mill around, wrapped in heavy cloaks and stomping their feet to keep warm. Above, the sky is ablaze with stars, the moon a fiercely glowing crescent. Helen nods to a guard who nods back; she heads for the latrines dug a bit beyond the tents to allay any curiosity he might have. Then she stops, asking herself, Where?
Where is Riel? Suddenly she knows with a certainty. Over there.
In those trees.

She pauses. What will she say to him? She wants to slap him, hit him. She wants to kiss him, take him away from Myrtale, who should stop seeing her lover and devote herself to her husband. Actually, she doesn’t know what she will say or do. She just needs to see him. She runs toward the trees.

“Helen.” The voice is a hiss on the cold night breeze.

“Stranger, I’m here,” she says, pushing through branches that reach for her like bony black fingers. Is he hiding from her? Why didn’t she bring a lantern? The thin hazy moonlight isn’t enough to—

There, a few feet from her, is an enormous green snake, gliding away silently into the forest.

 




Part Three

 




Chapter Nine

Sixteen months later. Late spring 356 B.C.

“And this one, I think.” Timandra, mistress of all the royal handmaidens, holds up a royal blue robe of the sheerest Egyptian linen heavily embroidered with Macedon’s sixteen-pointed gold star.

“Definitely, that’s her favorite,” Helen agrees, trying to sound pleasant, though her fists clench and her insides itch. She has been here more than a year now, survived a second snowy, bitter winter in freezing rooms, and a second cool and rainy spring. Now that summer is almost here, Helen has a physical need to be outside...and to be away from all these luxuries, all these reminders.

Every gown Timandra holds up is like a red flag to a bull, fueling Helen’s frustration. Her life for the past year has been focused on Myrtale: her health, her beauty, her desires, her demands. Even Myrtale’s happiness is a slap now, an insult, a sting. Helen has never been one to care for wealth or material objects, but still, it is hard to love someone who has everything when you have nothing—especially when your own hopes for happiness have been destroyed by that very person.

Last year the Egyptian ambassador and his retinue visited King Philip in great state, and all of them, young and old, had nubs for teeth. Timandra told the handmaidens that sand blows into the food in Egypt and wears down people’s teeth, just the tiniest bit each day, until finally, almost nothing is left. At that moment Helen realized she felt exactly like that: life here is wearing her down, a tiny bit each day, until soon only a nub of herself will be left. What had been one of the closest friendships of Helen’s life has turned into a form of suffocation. She opens a window, closes her eyes and breathes in the fresh air. Her heartbeat slows. But it’s only a momentary reprieve.

“Do you think they will all...fit?” Iris, another handmaiden, asks, amusement in her dark eyes as she places the blue gown carefully in the trunk.

Helen turns from the window and forces a smile. “We needn’t pack any belts, at least,” she replies, attempting to keep her voice light and free of the bitterness that has begun to bubble up every day inside her like a hot liquid.

The other women chuckle. It was clear to all of them, as the frost on the grass outside melted and the weather softened over the past couple of months, that Myrtale’s body, too, was changing, and now they all know it with certainty: Myrtale is carrying a child.

And all of her precious gowns have been painstakingly let out—twice already. Helen’s fingers tingle with pain and exhaustion whenever she thinks about it. Now Philip is taking his wives to the Olympic Games where he has sponsored a contestant in the synoris, the two-horse chariot race, and Myrtale is loudly demanding she look her best for her first international public appearance.

Timandra slides a gray tendril over her ear and studies everything in the room with sharp hazel eyes that miss nothing. Finally, she announces, “All right, ladies, you are excused until dinner.”

Daphne, a young orphaned girl with vibrant red hair who was chosen early on to train as a maid, dances into the room carrying a few more carefully folded robes just as Helen slips out, heaving a sigh of relief. She needs fresh air. Most of all, she needs to be away from Myrtale and her things: her jewelry, her robes, her gilded furniture and rare perfume. And the spiteful way she treats Philip’s other wives, flaunting herself as the new favorite.

Helen was happier as the oracle. She was much happier with Ada. Sometimes she wonders if she was happier weaving cloth late into the night for Koinos; she enjoyed the peaceful shuttling of the loom, creating something beautiful with her hands. Here there is no peace, not even at night. Her small room off Myrtale’s allows her to hear every cry and moan of her lovemaking with Philip, a constant reminder of what she’ll never have.

She often thinks of Stranger—Riel—with a mixture of longing and anger. She relives the joy she had in his company, the flames of passion leaping up inside her when they kissed, and the agony of betrayal when she saw him and Myrtale sleeping in each other’s arms in the cave. He has never sent Helen any message here, and Myrtale, since her wedding, rarely mentions him.

When they first arrived in Pella, Helen asked Myrtale about him—casually, of course. Myrtale never knew of Helen’s relationship with Riel, and Helen wanted to keep it that way. After all, what claim did she have over him? None. Though he had meant everything to her for a time, she must accept that she did not mean—could not have meant—the same to him.

Oblivious as always, Myrtale had beamed widely. “He promised me that we will be together, so there is nothing to worry about for now.”

“And you believed him?” Helen had challenged carefully.

Myrtale continued to smile, showing off her small sharp teeth. “I didn’t need to believe him, Helen. I know we will be together. I don’t even need your prophecies to prove it.”

At the time, Helen had assumed Myrtale’s “knowing” was sheer wishful thinking. But occasionally she wondered if there was more to it than that, if Myrtale knew something about Riel that Helen did not. If, in fact, she has seen him since they left Epirus.

There have been times in the past year when Helen could swear that Riel was nearby—that she could feel the intensity of Stranger’s gaze on her skin, just like she used to feel it at the temple of Dodona even when it was too dark to see his eyes. Sometimes she even thought she could hear his voice, whispering in the shadows or through the walls. Then again, sometimes Helen wonders if she’s just imagining it all—perhaps her longing is keeping Stranger alive in her mind even when she should have long since forgotten him and moved on.

Worst of all are her dreams. Because in them, Stranger is beside her again, looking at her with deep understanding, touching her, kissing her, doing things with her that he never did—could never do—when they were actually together. Waking up each morning means experiencing his betrayal all over again, having to remember that he’s gone, that he didn’t choose her.

Still, those dreams are better than the other kind—the ones where the voices come to her, unprompted and unbidden, filled with dark and disturbing images, rendering her powerless. Her jealousy of Myrtale turns ugly in her sleep, filling her dreams with visions of a double-headed eagle, which she assumes represents Myrtale herself because it’s the symbol of Epirus, flying on all the flags, painted on the Ambracian palace walls. And the double heads are like Myrtale—all kindness and closeness one moment, inviting Helen into her bed to gossip about everything from boys to clothes to future hopes, and then, in other moments, cruel and self-absorbed and oblivious.

Those nights leave Helen sweating and shaken and more tired than before she slept.

In the main residential corridor, Helen pushes past fresco painters perched in scaffolds like sailors in a ship’s rigging. Gathering her skirts, she presses against the staircase wall to avoid stonecutters erecting an elaborate balustrade. In the hall below, half the floor is cordoned off as kneeling mosaic artists, one holding a tiny green stone and the other a blue stone, argue heatedly about the colors, one pointing to a detailed plan on parchment.

As soon as Philip became king, he pulled down the impregnable old fortress of his forefathers and started building a showplace, though not because he liked fine living and exquisite art. In fact, from what Helen can tell, he would be happier sleeping on a cot in a tent. But his many-windowed palace, with wide double doors and balconies throughout, shows the world he doesn’t fear invasion, and he’s got the money to lavish on frivolities.

Helen winds her way across the main palace courtyard. Under one large, open-sided tent, men cut and carve marble slabs laid across wooden sawhorses, carefully hammering their chisels with a little tink-tink noise. One of the dark heads looks up, spots her and shoots her a wide grin.

“Hello, Helen,” he says, approaching her. His light gray eyes contrast with his tanned skin, and his tunic, tied over one shoulder, reveals muscular arms and shoulders. All the palace girls are mad for Nestor, whose father is a prosperous marble carver. Helen herself could be, too, if...if there was any point. But her lack of interest seems only to spur him on. Every few days he sends her a gift: a basket of plums, a pair of ivory hairpins, a silver bracelet. One of Myrtale’s other handmaidens, Iris, a motherly busybody, keeps nudging Helen in his direction.

“Hello,” she says, allowing herself the indulgence of looking straight into his face, which always takes her breath away. How can a man be so beautiful and still so completely masculine? Her eyes drink in the cutting cheekbones, the perfectly straight nose, the sweep of his jaw. She has the oddest urge to trace the trickles of sweat on his brow with her finger, to wipe the smudge of white marble dust off his cheek, to rub the back of her hand against the black stubble on his chin. Hastily, she drags her gaze away from him, staring instead at his sandals. Holy Zeus, even his feet are perfect.

“I made you something,” he says, reaching into his pouch. He withdraws it and offers her a cameo, the white profile on a black sardonyx background. It’s very well-done. She tries to make out who the female figure is: Athena or Artemis? Then she realizes; it’s her, Helen. Her nose, her chin, the way she coils her hair at the back of her head. He spent countless hours carving this valuable stone of her and for her, and the knowledge takes her breath away.

“Nestor! What are you doing?” growls a voice. And before Helen can say thank you, he has returned to the tent and picked up his chisel. Helen continues across the courtyard, feeling his eyes burn into her back. She should savor his attention, his sweetness. Instead, it just drives the sadness farther into her heart. He doesn’t even know who, and what, she really is. That he can never have her. That she is bound in service to the queen, and that her entire life, her protection, everything, depends on her powers. The voices. The curse.

She passes stacks of golden-fired bricks next to mobile kilns belching thick black smoke. Groaning pulleys lift baskets of orange tiles to roofers on top of the palace wing across the courtyard. It’s something that Myrtale has complained about since the day they arrived, that she lives in the largest construction zone on earth and has to put up with dust, dirt and noise. Helen, though, is fascinated that so many sweaty men and so much dust and noise can create so much beauty. Every day it’s as if a jewel-colored butterfly has poked a bit farther out of its dusky caterpillar shell.

Another pulley lifts a gilded bronze statue—the fifth of the Nine Muses—to the top of the new library, where its sisters glint in the afternoon sun. Yes, Helen will go to the library. Although all the scrolls have been categorized and stacked in their proper pigeonholes, the library isn’t yet open. She has sneaked in there on occasion, though, and read wonderful things. Philip—though he can barely read himself—has sent scholars throughout the known world to buy and copy scrolls for his gorgeous showpiece of a library. Intellectuals from across Greece will research and write here, which will be a burr in the Athenians’ boots, as Philip says.

She scurries up the steps, marches between the huge golden marble columns and opens the elaborate oak door. In the wide, cool atrium, lit by a circular opening in the two-story ceiling, plumbers stand in the bottom of a long rectangular pool hammering a pipe into its wall. They barely glance at Helen as she sweeps past and through the double doors into the main reading room.

The cool darkness settles on her shoulders like a comfortable cloak. She smells old papyrus and parchment, her favorite smell in the world. She would like to live, eat and sleep and weave here, away from the strong smells of incense and perfume, of food and sweat and chamber pots in every other room of the palace.

The window shutters are closed to keep out construction dust. Helen lights an oil lamp on one of the long tables and pulls out one of her favorite scrolls. Then she sits on the floor and unrolls it: Iphigenia. It’s titled after the daughter of King Agamemnon of Mycenae, who wanted to lead the Greek war against Troy. But contrary winds kept his fleet at home until a prophecy came that he must sacrifice his virgin daughter for a favorable wind. At the end, when the priest slits the girl’s throat on the altar, tears roll down Helen’s face.

A bone-numbing exhaustion descends on her, not just the physical kind from lack of sleep, but also the emotional kind that sucks every bit of joy or hope out of her. She wraps her shawl around her head and leans against the wall for a brief rest. In a few minutes she’ll go back. But it’s so beautifully cool in here, so dark and quiet, she can’t leave just yet.

Her dream begins as many of them do. It’s night, and she’s back in Stranger’s arms, but this time they’re not in the temple sanctuary. They’re at the edge of the lake where Myrtale taught her to swim two summers ago. The wind is rising, pushing the water into high white-capped waves, and the trees around the lake are bending and swirling like dancers at a feast. The wind feeds the urgency in her blood. Stranger’s hands and lips explore her until her entire body is exploding in flame.

But then the heat prickling her skin turns into shivers, the wind whispering all around her until voices emerge. No, not voices—Voices. Larger, resounding with greater power than they ever have before...

Long, tangled phrases of war and death wrap around her, drowning out every other sensation. The lake before her is now blood-red, and as the Voices get louder, the words become images—muddled and overlapping, exaggerated, grotesque, nonsensical. Armies of men who appear to already be dead are slugging forward through the bloody water, getting closer somehow but never reaching the shore. Dust and ashes rain from the sky. The writhing red ripples on the lake become snakes, slithering in sickening heaps, fangs bared, and now the serpents and the marching soldiers morph into each other, until the Voices and the images before her have melded into indistinguishable monsters, part human, part reptile, pure evil, pure death.

It occurs to her that Riel is no longer by her side. He is in fact at the center of a dry dust bowl that was the blood lake only moments before, sitting on a high golden throne, wearing a crown, his face radiating fear and doom and unthinkable power, even as the strange, constantly moving creatures of death rise up from the dust around his throne. The Voices are louder still, cacophonous, and the words are no longer distinguishable. Helen longs to cover her ears but her arms are pinned at her sides, heavy as iron. She screams for Riel, for Stranger, but he can’t hear her. He is smiling.

He is laughing.

Then she notices there is something different about his face. Something has changed.

It’s his eyes. They are no longer the rich, almost glowing green they normally are. Instead they have faded, one into blue and the other, brown. He is no longer himself at all but someone else. He seems younger, just a boy.

The Voices are still chanting, still overlapping, and Helen can suddenly make out a few of the words again—something about the moon. Moon rising.
Moon rising. The sun is the son, or the son is the sun. She can’t understand any of it.

Behind Riel who is not Riel, floating in the air over the tangle of monstrous creatures, rises a teenage girl, her light brown hair streaming behind her. Large white dove wings sprout from her shoulder blades; huge antlers adorn her head, and a scorpion’s tail rises behind her, shaking its deadly stinger. The girl unsheathes a sword as Stranger-not-Stranger laughs. He’s still laughing as she whips around to face him and plunges her blade into his breast.

Helen feels like the breath has been knocked out of her, like she is falling, and the ground is nowhere in sight. As suddenly as they came, swirling like a deafening whirlwind, the Voices go silent again. Riel has been slain, but he was just a boy.

Even as Helen’s heart is shattering at the thought, darkness falls and all the monsters melt into the earth and vanish. Where the boy and his throne once were, there is now simply a giant eagle’s egg, broken open, large fragments of its shell littering the ground. And standing next to it is a little boy, a toddler, with pale blond hair, holding a sword, a few pieces of shell stuck on his arms and legs.

Helen sees that a ripe full moon has blotted out the sun, and she reaches out but she is still falling, away from the sun, which has become the moon, away from the little boy who has hatched from the eggshell, away from the girl who has slain Stranger and quieted the monsters and the Voices, too. She is falling. She is—

Strong arms shake Helen awake. She had been leaning against the wall of the library, but now she is prone on her back on the floor. She is blinking up at the scowling, bearded face of Leonidas, the new librarian, holding an oil lamp practically under her nose. This is a man who doesn’t like women, or wine, or music, or good food, or anything fun. But he’s a brilliant scholar and one of Philip’s most prized acquisitions.

“What are you doing in here?” he snarls. “Falling asleep with a lit lamp next to old scrolls. Do you want to burn down the library before it’s even finished? Off with you now! Why anyone teaches women to read is beyond me.”

Helen scrambles to her feet and grabs her lamp, which is sputtering along on fumes and a damp wick, all the oil burned up. How long has she been sleeping? Myrtale will be furious if she asked for her and Helen was nowhere to be found.

“My apologies,” she says, as Leonidas, scoffing, picks up the scroll she was reading to inspect it for any damage before putting it away.

The atrium is empty, the plumbers gone for the day. When she opens the main door, she sees that the courtyard is lit by brightly burning cressets, and her heart sinks. Night must have fallen some time ago. No one is in the courtyard except a few guards on duty. Even most of the palace windows are dark. As she ducks around the now empty tents and stacks of building supplies, she can’t stop thinking about her frightening dream.

At Dodona, when she went into trances for Riel, his main concern was how he could return home, join the other gods. When the gods told him again and again that he could only return to them when divine blood ruled Macedon, Helen had assumed that one day—perhaps hundreds of years in the future, long after Philips’s death—someone with godly blood would rule from Pella, and then Stranger could go home. Or maybe he could never go home because no one with divine blood would ever sit on that throne. The voices and their words are always open to interpretation.

But this dream—like many others—feels like a warning. Is Riel in fact the divine blood destined to rule this kingdom, soon? Will he take Philip’s place on the throne somehow? And what will that mean for humanity? History has shown that gods and man cannot coexist on earth. If Riel comes to power, will mankind die out, replaced by warring, hideous creatures of death like the ones in her dream?

In Dodona, she’d sympathized with him, felt his longing to be among those who understood him as though it were her own. If she’s honest with herself, she loved him. How could she not? But now, she hasn’t seen Riel in over a year. And the voices are still warning her, still sending her messages about him. Does that mean that his future and hers are somehow intertwined?

And what about the moon and the sun, and the long-haired girl with wings, antlers and a tail? Helen realizes those animal parts must mean the girl is Snake Blood, like Ada and her siblings, but far more powerful, because she isn’t limited to channeling one kind of animal; Helen’s vision must mean she can channel them all.

In the dream the girl killed Riel...or someone, a boy really, who seemed to be Riel. And then the monsters were put to rest. Is this girl the savior of all mankind? And who is she? Helen instinctively knows she hasn’t been born yet but will be soon. And the moon blotting out the sun—that could be a symbol for the girl killing the boy. The moon is the ancient symbol of feminine power.

Then she recalls the shattered eagle’s egg and the little boy with the sword who hatched from it. This child has not yet been born either, she knows. The shells littered the ground where the throne had been. Eagle egg—like the flag of Epirus. This boy is Myrtale’s son, the same one Riel became in an older form who sat on the throne until he was stabbed by the girl. Helen’s not sure how she knows, but as with many of her prophecies, the mixture of phrases and images clicks together within her and the answer is there.

Myrtale is carrying a son. An heir. One who will live to rule Macedon.

Riel is doomed.

One of them—either Riel, or Myrtale’s son, or both—will be killed by the mysterious Snake Blood girl-child.

She enters her small bed chamber, pours water into a large basin and splashes her face. Horrific images from the dream seem to dance in the water and hover in front of her. Riel, the one she loved, the lover of Myrtale, ushering in an age of evil and destroying mankind.

If only she could talk to Ada. But Myrtale wouldn’t let her leave.

There’s a knock at the door to the hall. Thinking it’s one of the handmaidens looking for her, Helen opens it immediately. But it’s not a handmaiden. A man’s form blocks the entire doorway. She holds up her lamp and with a start of horror recognizes King Philip, looking a bit worse for the wear. The banquet garland on his head is lopsided; bits of food fleck his beard and a blotch of red wine stains his blue tunic. The black eye patch Myrtale makes him wear is askew.

“Helen,” he says clumsily. “May I come in?”

Helen is horrified. Of course he may come in. It’s his palace. But what does he want? What will it look like? What if Myrtale wakes up in the bedroom next door and hears them talking through the connecting door? Speechless, she nods and steps aside. He ducks to enter, closes the door—which causes her heart to stutter for several beats—and leans against the table.

“I need your help,” he says, slightly slurring his words. “Myrtale...I don’t think she loves me the way I do her. I’ve never been so enamored with a woman in my life. It started off beautifully, but somehow...over the months...things have frayed. I think she’s in love with someone else, and I can’t stand for that. It’s like a festering wound.” He yanks his black eye patch off and scratches his sewn-up eye socket.

“But Your Majesty,” Helen says softly, pretending to be mystified by his comment, “I have observed Princess Myrtale to be a most loving and dutiful wife.” She holds her breath, thinking back on the sponge soaked in goat’s blood she gave Myrtale to insert before she first went to bed with Philip. Instant virgin, Myrtale had said, grinning wickedly.

Philip waves his hand dismissively. “Yes, yes. Always a smile for me. A fake smile. There’s no light behind her eyes when she looks at me. It’s as if a lamp has blown out leaving only darkness.”

Helen has never thought of this coarse, quasi-barbarian king as being particularly observant. She was wrong.

“And for months now, she hasn’t let me touch her. Though I suppose that’s because of the child. Still, it hurts. Many pregnant women still sleep with their husbands. Even before the child, I don’t think she enjoyed it. Not with me, at least. I think she was pretending.”

Helen is taken aback. If Philip hasn’t been with Myrtale these past months, then who has she been cavorting with? Helen distinctly heard a man in her room as recently as last night. Has the sorcerer Riel been with her? Or someone else? Whoever it is, Myrtale hasn’t confided to Helen, just allowed her to think it was Philip.

Voices, help me! she prays silently. I
must say something!
Tell me what to say! But no help comes.

She tries again. “Sire, from what I understand each woman reacts differently to pregnancy. And if Princess Myrtale seemed a bit distant after your wedding, it’s because she was a girl unused to the ways of men and women...”

At this Philip barks out a laugh. “Really? She’s a fast learner then.” He grabs Helen’s arms and pulls her close as if he would shake the truth from her. He smells of wine and sweat and onions, and she forces herself not to turn her head away in disgust, to keep looking him in the eye, except that is disgusting, too; his one eye is so bloodshot it reminds her of a fat brown fly trapped in a red spider’s web, and a network of scars covers the empty space where the other one should be. She drops her gaze to the bushy auburn hair on his cheeks.

“Believe it or not, I don’t care if she’s had a lover before me,” he continues, his voice rising. “I just want us to be happy. She confides in you. By Zeus, even the gods confide in you!”

Helen’s eyes open wide. Myrtale and she agreed that no one would know she had been the Oracle of Dodona; otherwise people would be knocking at her door night and day. This way only Myrtale benefits from her prophecies.

“Yes, she told me,” Philip says almost sheepishly. “And you are right to keep it secret. I won’t tell a soul. But tell me something, Helen, to stop this pain in my heart.”

Helen considers. She can’t betray Myrtale. But she has to say something to this huge love-racked soldier king. What can she tell him to cheer him up, distract him? Something that would reflect well on Myrtale?

Then she knows. She takes a deep breath and smiles up at him.

“Well, Sire, I have good news for you. The gods have told me just today that the child she carries is a healthy male. He will be your heir.”

Philip’s ravaged face breaks into a wide grin. “Really? A healthy boy? Is it so, my little oracle?” He picks Helen up by her armpits and swings her around and around, her feet flying out behind her as the room spins. “That makes all the difference then,” he says, setting her down awkwardly. “I will have a son. A son! And I’ll make Myrtale my official queen.”

He picks up the oenochoe on her table—which contains the wine Helen mixes sparingly in well water to dilute its potentially harmful effects—and gulps its contents down, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He sets the empty vessel on the table with a sharp click and leaves her room, marching down the corridor loudly singing an off-key war song about victory and blood. Helen looks at his retreating form with a pang in her heart. Philip can easily fend off swords and spears on the battlefield, but in the great war of love, Eros’s invisible arrows inflict appalling misery on the most battle-hardened warriors.

Helen quietly closes the door and rests her forehead against it. Myrtale doesn’t even know yet that the child she carries is a boy, one who will live to rule. She forced Helen to go into trances again and again asking about the child, but the voices gave answers that were either vague or outright contradictory. Myrtale would be livid to learn that Helen told Philip before telling her. She should go to her immediately and tell her everything that just happened. But it’s well past midnight and Myrtale must be sound asleep. The royal party will set off for Olympus before dawn and Helen doubts she will be able to speak to her alone before then. But these are just excuses, she knows. Something holds her back.

The room seems large and empty now that Philip’s lumbering bulk has vanished. Helen lies down on her bed, her thoughts swirling, unable to sleep. When Myrtale used to visit Dodona, she often confided that she wanted power so she could make other people miserable, the way they had made her miserable.

Well, she has succeeded.

Helen has spent too much time protecting Myrtale. And for what?

If she cannot find freedom, or love, or happiness even in this lavish life in Pella, what is there for her but images of monsters? Knowledge without power is just torture.

No. It must end.

She will find a way to make it end.

 




Chapter Ten

Two weeks later

“Make way! Make way!” A guard shoves through the crowds with a baton.

Myrtale has never seen so many people in one place in her life. All of Greece must be here, rich and poor alike. Every inn has been booked for months. Locals have rented out rooms in their homes, even places to bed down in the straw of their stables, at exorbitant prices. Most people camp out on the hillsides surrounding Olympus. The royal Macedonian entourage, however, has luxurious tents just outside the temple precinct.

It’s the perfect place to show everyone her power over King Philip of Macedon, the ruler all other rulers are beginning to fear. It’s the perfect place to flaunt her beauty, to make the men want her and the women hate her. She chose her robes and jewelry today with great care: emerald green with gold spangles and her heaviest gold ornaments. She instructed her maids to do her hair and makeup like the theater masks of Helen of Troy: green eyelids, red lips and a tower of blond spiral curls tumbling over her shoulders.

Though at home her increasing bulk sometimes causes her to waddle, now she works hard to walk with seemingly effortless elegance. It’s working. Everyone is staring at her, not at Philip or his other wives. Their admiration causes a rush of exhilaration inside her, the sudden lilting ecstasy of a drug. She’s beautiful. Powerful. Envied. And everyone knows that.

Since Helen’s voices can’t seem to decide the gender of the child Myrtale is carrying, she might be on pins and needles until the day she gives birth. Every day she prays to all the gods her child is a boy—offering them sacrifices and self-abasement, tears and promises—so that Philip will make her queen. If she can’t be happy as a wife, she can at least have this.

“Beautiful lady! Let me paint your portrait!” a wild-haired fellow urges, holding a paintbrush.

A guard shoves him aside to let Myrtale and the rest of the entourage pass.

A hook-nosed man holds up two little bronze statues on chains. “Get your souvenirs of the games!”

“King Philip! Allow me to write an ode to your greatness!” shouts another vendor, holding a stylus and wax tablet.

The entourage manages to make its way past the artists and vendors into the little tunnel under the hill and out into the hippodrome where the chariot race will be held. Myrtale looks around in surprise at thousands of people sitting on the hills, eating, drinking and throwing dice. Some enterprising youths are renting out rungs on ladders for people to sit on. She’d imagined that the Olympic stadium must be the grandest in the world, but this is no proper stadium; there are no marble seats. It’s just a rectangular dirt track, one end rounded, with an embolon, a dividing barrier, down most of the middle. At one end of the embolon is a tall marble pillar, on top of which burns the sacred Olympic flame in a large bronze cauldron. At the other end is a pole with nine bronze dolphins on top, noses toward the sky, and spreading its bronze wings over them is a fierce-beaked eagle.

The guard leads them to a covered balcony built into the hill for the most important dignitaries. Philip sits next to Cleomenes II, King of Sparta, a muscular middle-aged man, his gray-streaked black hair pulled into dozens of glistening oiled braids, and the two begin to talk about the race. On the other side of Cleomenes, the archon of Athens, Elpines, ignores Philip completely. He tried to prevent Philip from entering a team in the games, the contestants of which must be Greek, claiming Philip wasn’t Greek at all but a barbarian from the north.

Myrtale takes the place of honor on Philip’s right side as his other wives sit behind them, squeezing in with the other men’s ministers and wives. As Myrtale settles herself and looks around the hippodrome, she feels something like sand hit the back of her neck. She turns around and sees that Phila of Elimiea, Philip’s first wife, has bitten into a honey cake and sprayed crumbs everywhere. Ten years older than Philip, she was a strictly political alliance. She has a round, pretty face with wide blue eyes and soft brown hair, but her upper arms remind Myrtale of beef haunches. Myrtale dusts off her neck and glares at Phila, who quickly puts the half-eaten cake back in her bag.

Next to Phila, Nicesipolis leans forward and says, “You could use a little sweetness.” A princess of Thessaly, Nicesipolis is a dark, sharp-featured woman with a lithe and sinuous body. She’s Philip’s age with a dry wit and a gift for mimicry that can make him roar with laughter.

“And you could use a prettier face,” Myrtale retorts.

On the other side of Nicesipolis, twenty-year-old Philinna of Larissa winces at the exchange. She’s a thin, insignificant, mealy-mouthed creature, with hair, eyes and skin the color of oatmeal.

“Let’s just enjoy the race, shall we?” says Audata. Of all four wives, this one is Myrtale’s greatest threat because she has had a healthy child, although it’s a useless girl called Cynane, who recently turned two. Philip has promised to send the childless wives to other palaces throughout his dominions if her child is a healthy boy.

But that will still leave Audata. And the Illyrian princess is not only a mother, but tall, tan and muscular with long, thick black hair and flashing dark eyes. At twenty-two, she’s a veritable Amazon, riding like the wind, throwing spears and firing arrows into bull’s-eyes with shocking accuracy. She makes Myrtale feel short, pale and physically weak. Sometimes at palace feasts, when visiting dignitaries stare at Audata instead of Myrtale, hatred burns through her veins like poison. Myrtale will have to come up with some way to deal with her.

Gorgias, Philip’s chief priest, pushes his way into the royal box with fresh blood on his long white robe. “Sire,” he says, “the sacrifice produced excellent omens. I have never before seen such a thing. The goat we slaughtered just now had two livers shaped like horses, and the same reddish-brown color as your team!”

Philip sits up straight and stares at his priest open-mouthed. “What does it mean?”

The old man strokes his long gray beard and smiles. “Clearly it means the gods have chosen your horses to win, Sire!” The Spartan and Athenian shift uneasily in their seats.

A sly grin spreads over Philip’s face. “Theopompus,” he says raising his hand, and a strikingly handsome blond man in the back row walks over, “bet two more talents of gold on my team.” Theopompus whisks himself out of the box in a swirl of spangled blue robes.

Myrtale feels a thrill. Epirus is such a backwater, she’s never seen more than two chariots race at one time. She wishes she could see the other Olympic events: the foot races, boxing, wrestling, long jump, javelin throw and discus throw. But women aren’t allowed to watch those because the contestants are buck naked.

Finally, the musicians leave the field, and the first of the chariots trots smartly into the hippodrome for the preliminary lap. A herald standing on the platform announces through a speaking trumpet, “The chariot of Agesileus of Thebes, driven by Tycho!” and the spectators cheer. Standing in the tiny chariot box, Tycho, a redheaded giant of a man, snaps his whip smartly as his two magnificent bay-colored horses prance down the hippodrome.

Philip’s team is second—each placement is determined by drawing lots—and to Myrtale’s chagrin, he stands and roars encouragement when the announcer cries, “The chariot of King Philip of Macedon, driven by Zoticus!”

“Victory to Zoticus!” Philip cries, his hands cupped around his mouth, as the chariot bolts into the stadium. “Beat those perfumed bastards!”

Zoticus, the eighteen-year-old charioteer, stands inside the masterpiece of a chariot, its wooden frame covered in bright blue leather studded all over with the sixteen-pointed gold star of Macedon. He flicks the bright blue reins, also studded with tiny gold stars, and waves to Philip as he trots smartly by.

When all of the contestants are in their assigned starting places, the stadium goes silent and Myrtale holds her breath. Sitting high on the dolphin-adorned post, a boy pulls a rope and the huge bronze eagle rises, spreading its wings, signaling the true start of the race.

Philip’s chariot is not in an advantageous position because his team, though on the inside, is much farther back than the teams on the outside. By the time Zoticus gets his horses moving, two other teams have edged in front of him. Still, he’s off to a good start, bolting beyond the Theban team and into the fray of chariots angling for position. Yet as he approaches the far end of the hippodrome, Zoticus seems to hold back.

Myrtale sees that despite Gorgias’s prediction, Philip’s hands are tightly clenched and his jaw is tight. “Ah, here comes the turn,” he says through gritted teeth. “Any fool can drive a chariot in a straight line, but taking the turn at speed...”

Myrtale looks in horror as several chariots, all angling for the sweet spot of the turn around the marble pillar, collide with a crash of wood and the screams of panicked horses, a logjam which Zoticus, who must have been expecting a collision on the first turn, deftly avoids by swinging in a wide arc around it. In the tangle of horses and chariots, the Rhodian has lost his reins and leans over his chariot, desperate to find them. The Spartan has lost his whip, but flicks his reins and starts moving out of the jumble. And the Corinthian has been thrown clear of horses and chariots and lies sprawled on the dirt, his leg bent at a sickening angle. Once the chariots are disentangled, however, the white Corinthian team, with wild rolling eyes and bared teeth, bolts ahead without him. From the archway at the rounded end of the hippodrome, men come out carrying a stretcher and quickly lift the Corinthian onto it.

Zoticus is now in third place, behind chariots from Thessaly and Boeotia. Behind him,

one of the Spartan horses, a fine black stallion, is limping from the collision, slowing down the other horse, and the Spartan pulls over to the side, signaling he will withdraw from the race.

The remaining teams slow as they approach the dolphin pillar but pick up speed once they’ve rounded the turn. As they cross the white line on the dirt in front of Myrtale, one dolphin swings forward, its nose now pointing at the ground. Eight laps to go.

The horses thunder into the distance, kicking up clods of dirt, and she feels as if her heart will burst she is so nervous. She puts her hand on Philip’s strong arm, and he absentmindedly pats her knee, his eye focused on the field below. Though he always stays in third or fourth place, Zoticus seems in full control and flashes Philip a smile each time he races by. “He’s conserving the horses’ strength for the final lap,” Philip whispers to her, “letting all the other horses get exhausted or injured in the turns.”

Sweat gleams on Philip’s horses, and now they seem truly immortal, their red coats glowing like fiery coals in the bright sun. The riderless white pair from Corinth continues to race, too terrified to stop. On the eighth turn around the marble pillar, the Arcadian and Cretan drivers, desperate to overtake the others, collide. The horses’ screams frighten the riderless team even more, spurring them forward with their empty chariot as if fire burns beneath their hooves. To the cheers of the crowd, they pass the two tangled chariots and all the other contestants trying to maneuver around the wreck, and now they’re right behind Zoticus.

On the last lap of the race, Myrtale notices a grim determination replace Zoticus’s confident smile. Now is the time. He whips his horses forward, and they give it all they have, sweat and foam flying off their glistening bodies. Coming into the home stretch, he passes the Thessalian and Boeotian chariots, whose horses are clearly flagging, their drivers’ constant whipping only serving to discourage them. The Corinthian horses have honed in on Zoticus’s chariot as the only possible salvation to get them out of this horrible mess, and without the weight of a driver they pull up almost alongside.

Everyone in the hippodrome is standing and cheering wildly as the horses round the dolphin pillar and head for the white line in front of the royal box. Myrtale’s hands are clenched so tightly she wonders if her nails will poke out the other side. When the ninth dolphin tips over, Zoticus is in first place, the riderless Corinthian chariot in second and the Thessalian in third.

Philip roars with pleasure along with the crowd, except for Elpines, the Athenian archon, who has slumped so low his bald head is almost lost in his fine, purple-bordered white robes. Myrtale is jumping up and down like a child, and she and Philip throw their arms around each other. As the losing chariots are driven off the field, a grinning Zoticus makes a victory lap as spectators shower him with colorful flowers. At the end of the lap, the Olympian magistrates enter the field to honor the three winning teams, giving special attention to the Corinthian horses that came in second without a rider. They pat the sweaty muzzles and place flower garlands on their heads.

The herald on the embolon cries, “Will King Philip of Macedon, first-place winner of the synoris of the 106th Olympiad, please come to the podium.”

Philip squeezes Myrtale’s hand, and she beams back at him. “Now I’ve proved to all those decadent imbeciles that I’m the better Greek,” he says. “Come with me, my love.”

She rises with careful dignity; it gets more difficult each day to get out of a chair. Over his shoulder, Philip calls out to the Athenian, “How embarrassing for Athens that riderless horses beat your team. My condolences, Archon.”

On the field Philip stops to pat his frothing horses before helping Myrtale mount the embolon. Up top, she lifts her chin and places both hands on her rounded belly—if they didn’t guess her state before, they will now.

Philip holds up a hand to silence the cheering crowd. “It is a great honor for any Greek,” he says loudly, letting the last word dangle, “to win an Olympic victory. And it is one I will never forget. To remember it always I have decided to rename my wife. From now on, Princess Myrtale will be known as Olympias!” The crowd roars its approval. Somewhere a man stars chanting “Olympias! Olympias!” and suddenly hundreds are chanting it.

Myrtale’s mouth drops open. He has renamed her, as if she was a hunting dog? Myrtale is her soul name, the one the gods gave her the night she joined the cult of Dionysus, the cult that saved her from the abuse of her parents, the cult that purified and prepared her to meet Riel at the rites four years later. And yet, as the crowd chants her new name, power begins to surge through her, and the unborn child stirs and kicks.

He continues, “The gods have made known that this beautiful woman, my beloved wife, will soon give birth to my son and heir, who will sit on the throne after me to rule wisely over all my dominions and conquer many more lands,” he says, casting a fierce glance around the assembled Greek delegations. “Therefore, as of today I make her my queen consort. All hail Queen Olympias of Macedon!”

The crowd cheers and cries, “All hail Queen Olympias of Macedon!” over and over again. So many thoughts and emotions boil inside Olympias that for a few moments she doesn’t know whether to cry, rage, or smile. Finally one thought rises above the others. Queen.
At last. She has more status than the other wives. Today she has won a victory as great as Philip’s own. She will have him send word immediately to Epirus of her triumph. Her father will be overjoyed, and Kallithoe will marinate in her own venom. Maybe it’s not so important what he calls her as long as she is the most powerful woman in the kingdom.

Which puts her that much closer to being with Riel again.

Waving gamely to the crowd, she smiles and looks up at Philip with well-feigned gratitude and submissiveness. But there’s also anger in her heart, and not just about changing her name. He could only have learned from one source about the gender of her child and the fact that he would be healthy and rule after Philip.

Helen.

Helen, her friend, who could never seem to learn from her voices whether the baby was a girl or a boy, whether it would die in childbirth or live to be old. Helen. Told. Philip.

When? Where? Why did she tell him and not her? Did she hope to acquire some power over the king? Myrtale might have suspected Helen of sleeping with him if she wasn’t an oracle. She can’t understand it, but one thing she knows: something has been going on behind her back.

Helen has acted differently ever since they came to Pella, perhaps because their positions have reversed. Helen is no longer the venerated oracle, Myrtale no longer the abused, unloved daughter of a minor king. Suddenly Myrtale was the favorite wife of a powerful monarch, Helen her handmaiden.

Myrtale has tried to narrow the gulf in their positions by showing everyone that Helen is her favorite servant, her good friend. She has given Helen her best robes when she tired of them, even though all the other handmaidens were salivating for the rich cloth, jewel colors embroidered with real silver or gold wires. And yet Helen only wears them on state occasions, preferring to dress quite simply, which seems to Myrtale to be a quiet statement of rebuke. Helen doesn’t like meeting with the merchants who come to the palace to show Myrtale their dazzling wares and usually finds some reason to slip away. Helen must be jealous of her position and wealth, and the thought makes her sad, a low, constant spasm of loss and emptiness.

And there’s another thing. Helen is doomed to become a withered old virgin, never knowing the passion of love. She must be jealous of that, too. Sometimes Myrtale reaches out to her, trying to make her happy, trying to laugh with her the way they used to in Dodona. At other times the sight of Helen’s pinched, unhappy face makes her angry. Why can’t she be happy here? Why does she have to ruin everything? And now this betrayal. How dare she go behind her back and spill her secrets to Philip?

A horrible fear slices through her. What other secrets has she told him? Or planned to tell him?

Perhaps it was naive of her to trust Helen. And yet, she can’t lose her—the only person other than Riel who ever truly knew her.

She’ll give Helen a chance—one chance—to prove that her loyalty is to Myrtale alone.

No. Not to Myrtale.

To Olympias. The queen.

 




Chapter Eleven

Ten days later

Helen and the other handmaidens open Myrtale’s trunks and examine each garment to determine whether it needs to be laundered, aired or repaired. Myrtale—Olympias now—stares out the window into the Poseidon Garden, where the late-afternoon sun reflects off a huge bronze statue of the blue-bearded god bearing a trident, water spraying from his spiky seashell crown into a large marble basin.

She turns and says, “Leave, all of you. Except Helen. I would have a word with her.” Helen’s heart skips a beat.

Obediently the others depart and close the door quietly behind them, as Helen stands trembling.

Olympias glares at her, her eyes like twin daggers. “Why did you tell him?” she asks. “Is it not my right to know first? Who are you to come between a husband and wife? What game are you playing?”

Helen is so nervous she can hardly speak. “He came to my room...” she begins, but those are the absolute worst words she could have said.

“To your room?” Olympias repeats, one eyebrow lifting.

“The night before you left for Olympus,” Helen rushes on. “He had had a bit too much wine, I think. He was terribly upset. He said he thought you loved someone else. I had to say something to divert him from that path, don’t you see? So I told him the good news about your son. I was scared and didn’t know what else to do. I had only just dreamed about your son right before he knocked on my door. I swear I didn’t know earlier or I would have told you.”

Olympias purses her lips. “If that is the case, why didn’t you tell me after you spoke to Philip? I thought we were friends.”

Helen looks down at the floor. “It was very late, and I would have had to wake you up. You left before dawn the next morning. I am truly sorry for not telling you immediately about my conversation with Philip. I really am.”

“What else do you know about the son I carry?” Olympias persists. “What else did you tell him behind my back?”

“I didn’t tell him the rest,” Helen says, and immediately wishes she could inhale the words back into her mouth.

“What else is there?” Olympias asks.

Helen hesitates. “I’m not sure exactly,” she says. “But I had a disturbing vision about his future...”

Olympias pulls open the trap door in the center of her floor and grabs Helen by the wrist. “If you had a disturbing vision about my son’s future, you should have told me immediately,” she hisses. “You will tell me now, down below, so no one else can hear.”

She drags Helen down the narrow stairs, lights a lantern and pulls the trap door shut. Helen has been inside this tiny chamber only once, when Olympias first had it built beneath her bedroom. She didn’t like it then, and she likes it even less now. One wall is taken up by an altar to the Mother Earth Goddess, and living all around are her priests and priestesses, a dozen snakes of different sizes and colors. Some poke their heads out of boxes, while those on the sand and bark-strewn floor uncoil their sinuous bodies and flick their pointed black tongues. One of them, a large green one perched on the altar, lifts its head and moves it right and left as its lidless eyes seem to kindle with recognition. Helen has the strangest feeling that she knows this being. When Ada transformed into the kestrel, Helen could recognize her. And this snake, looking at her so intently, reminds her of—

“What else do you know about my son?” Olympias asks.

Helen feels perspiration forming on her forehead. It’s so stuffy down here she can hardly breathe. It smells of animal droppings, of fouled nests, rotten eggs and the remains of dead mice.

“There is a girl,” she begins, “who may try to...to harm him.”

“What girl?” Olympias snaps. “Is it Audata’s girl? Because if so—”

“No!” Helen cries, wondering if Olympias might actually have it in her to kill Philip’s adorable two-year-old daughter, Cynane, if she thought it would protect her son. “This girl has light brown hair, not black. And she is unborn as yet, but will come soon, I think.”

“You say she may harm him. What do you mean by that? Will she kill him?”

“Yes,” Helen says, hanging her head. Or will she? In part of the vision the man on the throne was Riel, not Olympias’s son. But she can hardly tell her that or how she even recognized Riel; Olympias doesn’t know Helen has ever met him. She clears her throat and says, “No, I am not sure if it is your son. But I know she threatens the man who wears the crown after Philip.”

“But you told Philip I am carrying a son who will rule after him. Now you say there is a man who is not my son wearing the crown?” The large green snake on the altar undulates wildly. “You are changing your story.”

Helen pulls her eyes from the snake back to Myrtale. “I am not sure about this vision with the girl, which is why I didn’t tell you. It’s very confusing.”

“Liar!” Olympias hisses. “I know when you are hiding something from me, Helen.”

“The voices are not always clear, Myrtale. You of all people must know that. How many times have we—”

“It’s Olympias now,” she interrupts. “Queen Olympias! Now tell me, how can a girl threaten the heir to the throne? Or the man on the throne?”

“I don’t know,” Helen says truthfully. She blinks away the horrible memory of the grotesque, snakelike monsters, the army of the dead...

“This is ridiculous! How do I know this isn’t pure jealousy? You’re trying to ruin my happiness. I can see it in your eyes. I can feel it. You don’t love me anymore—you haven’t for some time now. You want to hurt me.” Olympias paces back and forth in the confined space.

“No!” Helen protests. “I want only—” But she doesn’t finish her sentence because she doesn’t know anymore what she wants. Because maybe Myrtale—Queen Olympias—is right. Hadn’t she only recently been pondering how to escape her old friend forever?

“If anything happens to my son I will know it’s your fault. You probably conspired with the gods to put a curse on him.” Olympias turns and puts her face so close to Helen’s she can feel her hot breath on her cheek. Despite the anger in her tone, Helen sees something else glinting in her eyes—sadness. Hurt. Like the time she came to Dodona with red-rimmed eyes, crying uncontrollably because when her cat had kittens, Kallithoe had drowned them all, complaining that she wasn’t going to put up with any more filthy animals in the palace. Helen had comforted her then as best she could. But this time it is Helen herself who caused the hurt. Realizing this makes her feel like she’s choking, like there’s a stone in her throat that won’t dislodge.

“From now on,” Olympias continues, “you will not tell anyone your predictions, on pain of death. Do you hear me? I don’t even want to hear them anymore. When I need to know the future, I will consult Leonidas. He may not be an oracle, but he can read star charts accurately enough without letting his own petty jealousies get in the way. Now leave me!”

Shaking with fury, frustration, sadness—even fear of what her old friend might do to her, of what she has become—Helen bolts up the steps, pops open the trap door and rushes through the little door to her room. As soon as she’s alone, she collapses on her bed. Her body feels drained. Her future seems ruined. She hates the voices. They have ruined her life again and again, sending her from one home to another, putting her in danger, taking away her few friends. People want to use her for the prophecies. How long before Philip comes knocking at her door again to ask about invading other nations? How many people will die because of her? Yet how would she refuse the king? And what would Olympias do to her if she discovered Philip visiting her secretly?

Helen lies in a wretched, tight little ball, wrung out. She’s suddenly so tired, she wants nothing more than to sleep, to escape into forgetfulness or a pleasant dream. But even sleep might torture her. The voices might return, the nightmares crawling with monstrous creatures and death.

There’s no escape. There’s no way out. She lies there numbly as the rose-gold light outside her window turns to purplish silver.

Finally, she sits up, realizing she is sick of her life. So sick of the voices that will never, ever stop unless she stops them. Almost in a trance, she pulls out the little stool beside her loom and sets it directly below the ceiling beam. There’s just enough light left for her to throw her long scarf over the beam and tie a loop in it. Just as she is about to put her head in the loop the door to the hall opens and Iris stands there, carrying a pitcher of water.

“Now, Helen, what are you doing with your scarf?” she says quickly, setting down the pitcher. She helps Helen off the stool and unknots the scarf. “I understand the queen is angry with you and I brought you some hot water to wash. That always seems to help you when you’re upset.”

Helen stares at Iris numbly.

“Helen, sitting alone in the dark can make anyone sad,” Iris says. “Here, let me light your lamps.” She bustles around the room, and soon it is alive with a warm flickering glow. “My dear girl, listen to me.” She places her hands on Helen’s shoulders. “You are young, healthy and beautiful. If you are unhappy here at the palace—and I know the queen can be difficult, especially in her condition—you could live anywhere as a prosperous weaver. Many men would be delighted to marry you. You could have children. Whatever is bothering you so much now can be changed, fixed. Do you hear me? The world is very wide, with so many possibilities. And there are solutions to any problem.”

Helen nods slowly, suddenly embarrassed about her ridiculous attempt. What an idiotic thing to do. How can she ever look Iris in the eye again?

“Will you promise me you won’t hurt yourself?” Iris continues. “Because if you don’t, I will just stay here talking to you until I am sure.”

Helen throws her arms around the older woman and cries softly for a moment, tears of anguish and gratitude and humiliation all mixed together. Then she pulls back and smiles through her tears. “You are right, Iris. And I promise I won’t do anything foolish.”

Iris look at her doubtfully. “I couldn’t live with myself if I left you and you did. Now, have you eaten dinner?”

Helen shakes her head. “I don’t think I’m hungry,” she says. But when she sees Iris’s look of disappointment, she adds, “But I could probably eat a little something.”

“I’ll have a tray brought up,” Iris says, her face clearing. “A very special tray.” Now she looks slightly mischievous, as if she is up to something. Quickly, she leaves.

* * *

There’s a knock at the door, and Helen, washed and ready for bed, wearing one of Myrtale’s sheer cast-off night robes, opens it, thinking it’s Iris or another handmaiden with dinner. But it’s Nestor, a sly smile on his handsome face. “My lady,” he says, with a little bow, “where should I set your tray?”

Mutely, Helen gestures to the table by the window, wondering what she can say. She blurts out, “Have you given up marble carving, then, to become a palace servant?”

He sets down the tray and turns, his eyes drinking in the curves of Helen’s body in the thin, clingy robe. “Iris told me your mistress was angry with you and you might need cheering up.”

They stare at each other, and the air between them seems heavy and slightly pulsating. She could thank him politely for the tray and he would leave, and everything would be the same as it had been.

Or...

She could put an end to the voices here and now. Death isn’t the only way to stop them.

She takes a step toward him and tentatively puts a hand on his face. His sharp intake of breath makes her heart flutter. In a single movement, he pulls her close to him and buries his face in her loose hair. He pushes her robe off her shoulder and caresses her back. She feels the strength in his fingers and the calluses on his palm against the smoothness of her skin. Now he’s leaning over her, kissing her, bending her backward.

She feels the muscles in his arms, the intensity of his kiss—hot and wet and wanting more—and melts into him. But he pulls away slowly, looks into her eyes and asks, “Is this what you really want, Helen? Are you sure? I don’t want to do anything that you might regret...”

In answer, she pulls him toward her and kisses him. He scoops her up in his arms and places her gently on the bed.

* * *

Now she understands the complete joining of man and woman and the physical and emotional ecstasy of it, even though it hurt, just as the girls at Koinos’s brothel had told her it would the first time. She looks at his sleeping face in the guttering lamplight, a smile on his lips. He loves her, she knows, and she wants to love him back. But all she can think is, He is not Stranger. She will never be able to love anyone the way she loved Stranger, even though he used her, lied to her, rejected her.

Helen was not alone in crying out when Nestor joined with her. The voices did, too, in anger and despair. Why have you rejected us?
Now you are unworthy...polluted...impure... They grow quieter as she feels her powers draining away, like water spiraling out of a sieve until only droplets remain.

But there is one last gush from the voices.

Quickened life in blood and water

Helen’s womb now shields a daughter...

There is more, but the words turn to whispers and she cannot make them out. And then, even those are gone and she is aware of cavernous silence. For the first time since she can remember, there is no one in her mind but herself. An aching void opens up inside her. She always assumed she would feel relief if this happened, but now a wave of unbearable loneliness threatens to drown her.

But she is not alone, not really. In the very moment she lost the voices she gained something else. She puts her hand to her belly, trying to fathom the dawning glow of new life unfolding inside. She is with child, and it is a girl. She will be a mother.

She pictures holding her baby in her arms, teaching her to walk and talk... Her moment of utter joy quickly gives way to worry. Is it the girl? The girl with powerful Snake Blood who could channel all living things?

Snake Blood runs in families, Helen reminds herself. But it often skips generations; that’s what Ada always said. Ada’s family was unusual because they all had it. An intriguing thought rivets Helen to the spot. Helen doesn’t have Snake Blood, but did her parents? Will their Snake Blood emerge in her newly conceived daughter?

Olympias knows what Helen told her about the dream: that a girl with Snake Blood will threaten her son’s rule. What will Olympias do when she learns Helen is with child...possibly the child?

Even as she pulls her arms away from Nestor’s sleeping form, nausea and fear threaten to overtake her. She can’t stay here. She must leave the palace. She must protect this child no matter what. But where can she go? Who can help her? She fingers the smooth polished silver pendant around her neck. And then she knows.

 




Part Four

 




Chapter Twelve

One week later

Fumes from the cauldrons burn her nose, but all Ada can do is turn her face away from them. Her entire body is packed in wet ashes that harden almost instantly. Cold gray eyes peer at her and pull away, disappearing into the smoke. They belong to the young Aesarian Lord—Mordecai is his name—who is supervising the procedure.

The Aesarian method of execution is unique. She assumes they will toss her into the flames once they have finished embalming her in this strange sarcophagus. Luckily, whatever they put in the wine they gave her is so strong she probably won’t feel the flames. And then she will be with Idrieus, her beloved brother, whom she has missed every day since his untimely death three years ago.

Birds of every size and color wheel angrily around the main marketplace—the traditional place of execution in Halicarnassus—and sit on rooftops and statues, crying angrily. Once in a while a huge black crow dives for an Aesarian Lord, who swats it away. Perhaps, if Ada called thousands of them, they could put a stop to this. But she is too tired to summon the energy. Too drugged. She lifts her heavy eyelids and sees Artemisia’s satisfied face, a smile playing on her painted red lips, a hard glint in her eyes. Beside her sits Mausolus, grim-faced and determined, eager to get this over with. Pixodarus is biting his nails as if they are the last meal he will ever have. Axion—still, after all this time, devotedly playing the role of Idrieus—fixes his eyes on the ground.

Ada knows she is guilty of treason, guilty of plotting harm to the king and queen. Their cruelty toward their own people—the high taxes, unjust punishments and corrupt officials—infuriated Ada, even more than their cruelty toward her and Axion. She found people willing to support her rebellion against Mausolus and Artemisia and put her and Axion on the throne instead.

In addition, she worked hard to discover the spell she had heard about long ago that would allow one Snake Blood to trap another in animal form. She secretly collected ancient scrolls on magic and sought out lore masters from around the world. But just before she attempted to trap Artemisia as a lioness and Mausolus as a wolf, they arrested her, and as part of a new treaty with the Aesarian Lords, surrendered her to them.

Through the smoke, she sees a leering wolf face with yellow eyes and hears a lion’s roar. No, it’s the fire’s roar. Or is it the people in the marketplace groaning? They love her, she knows, because she has always fought for them. And their love for her only made her siblings more jealous. If only she had been more patient, more careful, she wouldn’t be here now, the Lords anointing her with death. But ambition raced hot and furious in her veins, as hot as the flames that will soon consume her.

She closes her eyes and moans. It won’t be long now. Perhaps it’s best to stop fighting to stay conscious, to just give in to sleep and death. Then she hears something, a commotion of sorts—a woman’s high clear voice, shouting from men—and forces open her heavy eyelids. Everything is so blurry. But in the center of swaying forms and colors, she sees a figure that seems familiar, comforting. It is Ada’s mother, her beautiful, loving mother before she went mad, dark hair streaming down a blazing white robe, arms outstretched. Perhaps she has come for Ada. Perhaps Ada is already dead. But no, it’s not her mother, not really. It must be a goddess who has been sent to lead her to the Underworld.

Ada squints, trying to concentrate on something solid and real. Through drifts of smoke, she sees faces. A toothless old woman in the crowd, her face like wrinkled wet rags. A child, face pressed against his mother’s skirts. Behind the spectators are market stalls and shops, one of them selling bright copper cook pots that reflect like fire in the sun. She can’t be dead or she wouldn’t be seeing this, noticing all these details.

She tries hard to clear her head of drugs and fumes and approaching death. She focuses again on the figure and sees now that it is not her mother and not a goddess. It is just a girl, tall and slender as a lily, her eyes burning with blue fury. It is Helen. Her first friend. Her only friend. Helen. Has Helen died, too? Has she come to take her down to the realm of the dead?

“Stop! In the name of all the gods, I command you to stop!” Helen says again.

Some people murmur while others cry out, “Yes, stop it!” The Lords encircle Ada, hands on their swords. “The gods have told me they will destroy all responsible for this woman’s execution,” Helen says. “You—Aesarian Lords—and you, the Hecatomnids who betray your own sister. Worms will eat your entrails, the Furies will whip you, and you will die slow and painful deaths for taking this woman beloved by the gods.”

Ada tries to raise her head to see what is happening outside the circle of Lords. But all she sees is booted legs under long black capes.

“Who are you to speak in the name of the gods?” asks the Ethiopian Lord, the one who killed Idrieus, his voice deep and sonorous.

“I am Helen, once of Caria, now of Pella, forever of Dodona. I am the true oracle.”

The Lords look at one another in puzzlement. She hears Mausolus speak, nervously, unsure of himself for once. “It is true,” he says. “She is an oracle. We must stop the execution. None of us wants the wrath of the gods to fall on our heads. This girl hears voices. She saved my life once...”

“We have an agreement,” Lord Mordecai says, sliding his sword out of his scabbard.

“Correction. We had an agreement,” Mausolus replies. With a scraping of metal, the Aesarian soldiers unsheathe their swords and step forward. Ada sees Carian soldiers, swords in hand, shields raised, ready to race toward them. The spectators turn and run out of the marketplace, some falling in their haste, others pushing over market stalls. Fruits and vegetables roll crazily in all directions as people trip on them, fall and are trampled. A plum, purple and glistening, stops near Ada’s feet and for some reason it makes her want to laugh, even as she hears the ringing of metal against metal all around her. In between the blur of helmets and men, swords and shields, Ada sees Helen standing frozen to the spot, her arms still above her head like a statue. No one dares to hurt her.

Ada feels heat on the back of her neck and turns her head to see that a cauldron has tipped over, spilling a river of burning embers that winds its way toward her and lights the dry kindling stacked beside her. She coughs, choking on the smoke. Her eyes water, and everything swims before her in a haze of blood and ashes until darkness descends over her.

“Idrieus?” she asks, or tries to. Is he there, waiting for her in the darkness? But no one answers.

* * *

Her fingers trace clean sheets on a comfortable bed. Then they wander to her thigh and gently pull at a soft garment. She inhales sweet, fresh sea air, not acidic smoke and ashes, and hears the clear cries of gulls, the gentle wash of the sea and the sound of a ship’s bell. Was that horror in the marketplace a nightmare, then? Her eyes flicker open. She is back in her bedroom. But instantly she knows it was no dream because Helen sits beside her, smiling.

“Welcome back,” she says. “That was close.”

Ada sits up and coughs. Her throat is raw.

“Here, have some water.” Helen offers her a wide-bowled cup. Ada drinks greedily before sitting back. It’s cool and clear and washes the soot and ashes from her throat.

“How did you know?” she says, her voice cracking.

“I didn’t,” Helen replies. “When my ship docked, I asked a boy in the harbor where everyone was. He told me they were gone to watch an execution. Yours.”

Ada smiles wanly. “Your timing,” she says, “is impeccable. As always.” She takes another gulp of water. “Where are the Aesarian Lords?”

“Gone,” Helen says. “For a time. Mausolus and his men persuaded them to go, but they were rather reluctant. They’ll be back.”

“And Artemisia will find some other way to give me to them,” Ada says, the fog in her mind lifting. Her sister discovered Ada’s work on how to trap them in animal form and must be looking for—or have already found—a protective spell. There is no use in trying that on them. “I cannot stay here.”

“No, you cannot.”

Ada studies Helen. She is a grown woman now, not the girl Ada knew. Her face has lost its childlike roundness, and there’s sadness in her eyes. There’s something wrong with her friend. Something...different.

“You look unhappy, Helen.”

Helen gazes out the window at the harbor. “I’ve missed the days when my chief concern was determining which blue thread best captured the color of the Carian sea,” she says.

“What happened? Why did you leave Pella?” Ada asks. “I sensed from your letters not all was well there, though you weren’t specific.”

“All letters in and out of palaces are opened and read.”

“True,” Ada says, thinking about Artemisia’s extensive spy network in Halicarnassus. “Now tell me the whole story, Helen, from the beginning.”

Helen tells her about meeting Myrtale in Dodona and their friendship. About Myrtale’s secret lover and Stranger, who were in fact the same man. About the slow but certain estrangement between Helen and Myrtale, and Helen’s betrayal of Myrtale by telling Philip of his son. And then she describes the horrible vision she had of the unborn Snake Blood girl killing the man on the throne.

Ada listens carefully to every word of Helen’s tale. There’s something crucial Helen is leaving out. “This vision seems to be of the most vital importance. You must go into a trance again and ask the gods to see more,” she says.

Helen looks down at her hands. “I can’t. You see, I no longer have visions. In fact, I am with child.”

Ada gasps. That’s it then. That’s what is different about Helen. She is no longer the voice of the gods, the true oracle. That dramatic performance in the marketplace was all a show. Ada feels a hot wave of anger at Helen for losing her powers, followed by a pang of sadness for the loss of something so precious and rare. Or is it really sadness for herself, that she won’t hear any more prophecies to further her own ambitions?

A hot blush of shame creeps up her neck and spreads over her cheeks. “I am embarrassed, Helen, because I, too, used you for my own purposes.” She looks up, hoping Helen will see the love shining in her eyes. “But I also loved you. Truly. That is why I sent you from here to safety, even though I cried for many weeks afterward. I have never stopped missing you. Not one day.”

Tears fall down Helen’s cheeks. “I know,” she says softly.

Ada takes Helen’s hands in hers and marvels at the long, slender fingers, weaver’s fingers. “I would like nothing more than for you to stay with me from now on, to help you raise your child, but it will be too dangerous here for us all.”

“And it is dangerous for me to return to Macedon,” Helen says, wiping her cheeks. “I fear my daughter will be the girl in the vision. The girl who will kill Olympias’s son. The man with whom I...” Here she blushes. “He wasn’t a Snake Blood, of that I’m sure. But I never knew my parents, Ada. They could have been Snake Blood. It’s possible the daughter I carry is the girl from the vision. I can’t be certain...but I also can’t take the risk, can I?”

Ada shifts uncomfortably, turning to move the pillow behind her back, to plump it and fidget with it, so Helen can’t see her face.

“Myrtale expects me back soon, you see. I told her I wanted a couple of weeks away from Pella to clear my head. And once the queen realizes I’m with child,” Helen says, placing her hand protectively on her belly, “she may suspect that I carry the girl I warned her about, the one who endangers her son. The child will never be safe. And she’ll be furious at me for having gotten rid of my ability for good. Neither of us will ever be free. That’s why I came to find you. I need a safe place to hide from the queen.”

“Greece is full of little villages that would welcome a widowed weaver,” Ada says, sinking back onto her pillow. “As a matter of fact, my jeweler’s wife was born in just such a place. It’s called Erissa, and it’s about a day’s journey outside of Pella.”

“Isn’t that too close to...her?”

Ada feels a part of herself slip inside Olympias, that selfish girl she’s never met but feels she knows so well. She chuckles. “Don’t you see? That’s the beauty of it. Olympias will send her spies to look first in major cities around the world—Sardis, Byzantium, Athens—because that’s where she would hide if she had to. She would never hide in a hayseed farming village like Erissa. And she would never consider that you, Helen, the great Oracle of Dodona, a girl who has lived in two royal palaces with every luxury imaginable, would choose to live in a place like that.”

“A farming village,” Helen says dreamily, her eyes shining. “A simple life. With fresh fruit, fresh vegetables and fresh air. I can weave all day long. Yes. Yes. That would be perfect.”

“But first,” Ada says, “you must return to the palace. Be there to allay the queen’s suspicions during the birth of her son. And then, amid the celebrations after the birth, when the entire city is drunk, disappear to have your child.”

“I will,” she says. Ada sees the weight of worry lifting from her friend’s slender shoulders. She looks almost happy. “But Ada,” she says, “I need your help with something else. There’s the queen’s lover... I am not certain I know the details, but I believe she may still be seeing him, and that he may be a danger to the entire kingdom one day—or the entire world. He can... Well, I suspect that, like you, he can transform.”

Ada cocks her head at Helen. “Olympias is in love with a Snake Blood? And he transforms into animal form?” The story is quickening like sand through an hourglass. Ada suddenly wonders if Helen is telling her the real truth—if in fact she is the one who slept with the Snake Blood man, and not Olympias. But she doesn’t press her. The point remains the same—this man is a danger according to the gods, and she will save Helen from him, as Helen has saved her.

“This is what I believe, yes,” Helen stutters. “I think that’s... It’s how he hides in the palace. It’s a perfect disguise.”

Ada breaks into a wide grin. Perhaps all her hard work on the trapping spell these past months will not be for nothing. “Then I know exactly what to do. Leave it to me.”

 




Chapter Thirteen

Three years later. 353 B.C.

Ada strolls past the rectangular pool in the center of the courtyard garden with its cheerful splashing fountain. A delicate scent hangs on the air from the fat pink rose blossoms that climb the fortress walls, and in the fruit trees birds twitter and groom themselves, their bright feathers slashes of color in a sea of green.

She passes through a small door in the far wall and onto a rocky finger of stone jutting out over cliffs. Far below her, the valley is bright green and the river weaving through it a strand of shining silver. She inhales the fresh, cool mountain air and sighs in contentment. No one can harm her here. Not Mausolus and Artemisia, and not the Aesarian Lords. This impregnable fortress, Alinda, which she fashioned three years ago out of the most powerful protective spells in the world, will be her refuge until her time comes to rule.

She has learned she doesn’t need to lift a finger to end the reign of her brother and sister. They will be trapped in sticky webs of their own making. All she has to do is wait.

Her kestrel hovers in front of her, beating its wings rapidly to stay in place. In its amber eyes, Ada sees armies marching. Villages burning. Lovers in palaces. A potter stoking his kiln. A beautiful young woman weaving shimmering cloth as a tiny daughter chases a tabby kitten through a simple house. Finally, the child catches it with chubby hands, laughs in pure delight and rubs her round cheek against its soft fur. Her mother turns from her loom, cries, “Katerina!” and picks the girl up.

Ada smiles to herself. Only a few days ago, the kestrel flew to Pella and saw the golden-haired boy born to Olympias and Philip, the boy who will one day be king. There in the training ring, Philip laughed as his son tried to pick up a shield bigger than he was. Together father and son sparred with wooden toy swords. The boy seemed bright and curious, with amazing multicolored eyes.

The fate of the world depends on you young ones, she says silently. Be strong. The end of the age is upon them, she knows, and these beautiful children, Katerina and Alexander and others like them, will help tilt the world either to an Age of Monsters or an Age of Men.

But that is for later. For another time and another place.

* * * * *
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Legacy of Kings

by Eleanor Herman

Chapter One

Katerina races across the meadow, scanning for any roots or rocks in her way. Her heart thumps wildly in her chest. Her legs ache. The gazelle leaps slightly ahead of her, its hooves barely touching the grass. It is a blur of tan and white, with long, black-ringed horns; a creature not fully of the earth, but also of the sky.

Ahead of them, the forest looms, and far beyond it, she knows, lie all the villages and woods between Erissa and the capital. A sudden breeze rushes through her tangled brown hair. Her lungs burn. Instinctively she knows the gazelle does not fear her; it is challenging her. She can feel its heartbeat, its heat, its aliveness radiating in her own chest. It wants her to catch up with it.

Ahead of them, the forest looms, and far beyond it, she knows, lie all the villages and woods between Erissa and the capital. A sudden breeze rushes through her tangled brown hair. Her lungs burn. Instinctively she knows the gazelle does not fear her; it is challenging her. She can feel its heartbeat, its heat, its aliveness radiating in her own chest. It wants her to catch up with it.

Into her mind flows the image of her mother’s shining blue eyes, her cream-colored veil slipping from her golden-brown hair. She hears her voice: low, throaty, with just the trace of a Carian accent. Kat is flooded, momentarily, by a sweet, familiar comfort. But then she feels the harsh pang in her throat that always follows, as her memories dissolve into echoing screams.

Kat stumbles and the gazelle leaps ahead, kicking out front and hind legs at the same time. Raw, visceral rage consumes her, forces her to run faster, through a copse of razor-edged grass that rips and shreds her bare legs.

The sun is sliding down toward the horizon. The gazelle casts a brief glance back at her with enormous, moist brown eyes. It’s time. It’s time, it’s time, it’s time.

The gazelle dashes into the tree line at the edge of the meadow. Kat surges forward, just inches behind the creature now, focused on the horns, perfectly straight like unlit torches beckoning her, even as the animal darts through the trees. As deftly as possible, Kat follows, dodging branches and ducking beneath low-hanging limbs.

In the next few strides she will be able to touch—

She slams into something hard.

Reeling backward toward the ground, she sees blue sky and green branches overhead, grass and mud and blue sky again, and then…blackness. Kat realizes that her left cheek is on the ground. She opens her eyes, and they focus slowly.

“Kat!” It's Jacob's voice. “Are you all right? I'm so sorry. I thought you saw me.”

Slowly she sits up, rubbing her head, her breath coming in jagged gasps. A pair of strong, tanned legs stands before her, leading up to the broad, commanding form of her oldest friend. The boy Kat has known longer and better, it sometimes seems, than she has known herself. A boy who, until recently, was equal parts playmate and pest. Now, he has grown taller and handsomer and somehow resists falling into either category the way he used to.

Kat cranes to look around him and can no longer see the gazelle’s graceful form. She’s lost it.

“Here,” Jacob says, offering her a hand.

Kat can’t get her breath enough to speak, and her head is still spinning, but she grabs his hand and allows him to pull her to her feet.

Jacob raises an eyebrow, making his broad, tan face look a little goofy. “You’re a mess,” he points out unhelpfully. “And you’ve cut your legs, Kat.” He shakes his head at her like she’s a wayward pony who keeps breaking out of its pen.

She brushes herself off, scoffing. “I’m fine, Jacob. At least, I was fine until you got in my way.”

“I can’t believe you were after that gazelle on foot. You’re crazy.” He shakes his head.

“You’re clumsy,” she throws back.

He smiles. “That’s me.”

She can’t help but laugh a little, shoving him out of her way. “Well, now that you’ve ruined my fun, the least you can do is carry my supplies home. Come on,” she says, taking the game bag with knives and nets off her back and tossing it at him.

He catches the bag against his chest. “Holy gods, what’s in here?”

She shrugs. “Only some trapping gear.”

“Kat, hang on a minute. You can’t go back like…like that.”

She turns to stare at him, still unable to fully take in the new Jacob, the Jacob who has existed for several months now, maybe longer—the Jacob who is more than just a hilarious partner in crime…whose broad, muscled shoulders and lopsided grin keep causing her pulse to stutter just slightly.

“Like what?” she demands, knowing full well she probably looks like a living tumbleweed that’s just been dragged across the countryside by a strong wind.

He rolls his eyes. “At least wash off in the pond before we head back for dinner. It’s kind of…important.”

She cocks her head at him, wondering what he’s hiding—she can always tell when he’s got a secret. When it’s clear he’s not going to say anything further, she sighs and follows him to the wide, deep pond at the west end of the meadow, where, she knows, wolves and foxes venture out of the woods at dusk to lap its clean water. On the hottest nights of the summer she has even seen a bear and its baby bathing and floating, two dark lumps that could’ve been fat fallen tree trunks but for the bubbles drifting from their mouths.

She takes off her leather shoes and belt and sinks into the cool water in just her tunic, all the way up to her waist. Her breath is coming more slowly now; her head has stopped spiraling. She closes her eyes and sighs.

Then she hears a rippling sound. It’s Jacob wading in beside her.

“Come on. Why were you after that gazelle?” he asks, laughter in his voice. “I could tell you weren’t planning to kill it.”

“I was racing it, not chasing.” She sinks under the water completely, feeling her hair float around her in the murky silence. Though he knows almost every little detail about Kat—the way she likes her goose meat prepared just on the brink of completely charred, the way she nibbles her thumb when she’s worried and disappears into the fields when she’s sad—this is one thing he doesn’t know about, wouldn’t understand. This feeling deep in her chest, this perception that others don’t share. The way the animals whisper to her in their strange language of hunger and need and drive. Their focus. Their wisdom.

And sometimes, their warnings.

She surfaces, takes a deep breath of air, and rubs the water out of her eyes. “For the first time ever, I was going to catch up. And you ruined it.” She splashes water at him.

Jacob turns his head away too late, then begins laughing. He charges back at her with an even bigger splash. She screams, then runs toward the grassy edge of the pond, feeling the water’s resistance over her tired legs. He follows her, splashing her back as hard as he can. She turns to splash him again and he stops abruptly, his mouth falling open in surprise.

“What? Scared?” she says, before realizing his gaze is directed not at her face but her body. Kat looks down and gasps. Her unbleached tunic is soaking wet…and perfectly transparent. He can see, well, almost everything. Feeling heat rise into her cheeks, she quickly covers herself with her arms.

Moving through the heavy, waist-high water, he reaches her and places his hands on her shoulders, even as she starts to back away. His look is so intense, so full of feeling, Kat suddenly can’t move.

His chest rises and falls as though he’s having trouble breathing. “Kat, I want to tell you…I—” He closes his mouth, clearly unable to say whatever it is he’s holding in.

Kat can’t remember the last time she and Jacob didn’t know what to say to each other. The way he’s looking at her now, with his hair dripping pond water down his big, strong, square face and shoulders, it’s like they are two strangers.

His lips part again, and she feels her whole body start to shiver just slightly.

And then he is leaning in, so close she can smell the familiar, earthy scent of clay dust in his hair, so close his lips touch hers. Suddenly, he pulls her strongly toward him and her arms drop away from her wet tunic, grabbing his back as he kisses her, his tongue softly parting her mouth.

The kiss is slow and hesitant at first, and then, when she doesn’t pull away, it grows deeper, and Kat finds herself clinging to him. She can feel his hard strong body against her wet clothes, sending tingles all across her skin.

How could this be happening? Her mind is screaming. Jacob is like her brother—no, not brother. Foster brother. Son of Cleon the potter and Sotiria, the people who raised her since she was six after…after…

Her thoughts melt into feelings so strong they overpower her. He is kissing her eyes, her neck, pressing himself tightly against her wet tunic—

“Jacob! Kat!”

They separate so quickly that Kat falls into the water with a hard splash. When she stands, arms crossed over her chest again, she sees Calas, Jacob’s little brother, running toward them.

“There you are!” Cal pushes his curls out of his eyes. “Mother wants you both to come home now and help with dinner. It’s rabbit stew!”

Rabbit stew? That’s Jacob’s favorite. Now she knows something is up.

She and Jacob slosh out of the pond and wring the water from their tunics and hair. From her sack she grabs a spare cloth she usually uses for wrapping game and throws it around her shoulders. They sit on the grass to lace their shoes and put on their belts. Then they start following Calas, who is running and skipping ahead, beating the tall grass with a stick.

The silence between them is thick. Kat still can’t completely comprehend what just happened. Jacob’s hands. His smell. His lips…It’s all an unreal dream, and yet she knows it was real. And something, some small voice deep inside her, knows that it has been coming for a long time, even if in the moment it felt like a shock.

But what does it mean? Will everything be different now? She shakes her head, unable to process it, trying to focus instead on what the mysterious dinner could be about. “So? What am I missing? Why the celebration?”

Jacob shakes his head. “It’s…well…unexpected,” he says slowly, and for the second time that day Kat knows he’s hiding something important from her.

“Did Cleon get a big contract?”

“No,” Jacob says, smiling sheepishly.

“If you don’t tell me right now what it is, I’ll—” she raises a playful, faux-threatening hand.

He grabs her wrist. “You’ll what?” he whispers.

Suddenly, she’s embarrassed, and turns away.

They keep walking. Finally, it seems the silence is too much for Jacob, too.

“I wanted to wait to tell you,” he begins. “Doros and Kyknos came from a meeting of the village elders, and believe it or not, I was chosen to be Erissa’s contestant in the tournament. I’m going to be in the tournament,” he repeats, as though he can hardly believe it.

Kat stops dead in her tracks. The Blood Tournament. The name conjures up images of knives flashing, throats slashed, arms and legs hacked off, eyes gouged out. “They chose you?”

“You don’t have to act quite so surprised.” For a second, he looks wounded. He clears his throat. “I’m going to do it. I leave tomorrow.”

“You can’t go,” she says quickly. “They’ll kill you. You’re only seventeen. Some of the contestants are Olympic athletes, professional wrestlers and soldiers. Think about Bendis!” When their village had sent Bendis to the tournament four years ago, he never returned. “He was twenty-five,” she presses on, “and bigger than you, and—”

“I’ve trained with the village militia,” Jacob cuts in.

Kat can’t help but roll her eyes. “With rusty swords and bent arrows. That training is a joke.” You’ll get killed. She can’t shake the horrible thought from her head, but she can’t say it either. I can’t lose you, too.

Jacob plucks a piece of leaf from her wet hair and sighs. “Kat. I’m no good as a potter. It’s like Father says—I’m all thumbs. Even Cal can throw a better pot than I can. I need to find my own future, away from here. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a man now, and I need to do something with my life.” The words come out hard, determined—it’s a side to him she doesn’t always see. “It’s a great honor,” he says, lower now. “The best contestants in the Blood Tournament are chosen to join the king’s elite guard, the Hypaspists.”

“So you’ll leave us,” she says. It’s the simple truth. Someone may as well say it. Even if her throat aches as she does. “You won’t come back.”

He runs the back of his hand over her cheek, startling her. “I’ll come back,” he says softly, “once I have something to offer. Something to offer…you.” She can see his tan face blushing. “Just, don’t…don’t do anything in my absence.”

They’ve stopped walking again; Cal runs down a dirt road ahead of them.

Something to offer you. She knows what he means, suddenly and seriously, and it’s as though she’s been plunged backward into the pond all over again.

The kiss—everything that happened between them only moments ago—it shocked her. Amazed her. She had no idea something like that could happen, with him. She had no idea how much she had wanted it before. She couldn’t believe how good it felt, and right. But still, what he’s saying now…

It’s so much more than that, isn’t it? He wants her. Wants to be with her, and have her, only. Not as a sister or friend. As a wife.

And even though her body is still vibrating from his touches, and even though she’s tempted to pull him off the side of the road and kiss him again, the idea of wife stops her, freezes her. She wants him. She didn’t know it before, but it’s so clear now.

But she’s not ready. She still has something—something terrible and desperate and secret—that she must do. Deep within her, inside her bones and in her blood, she knows she won’t ever be happy otherwise.

She swallows. “I won’t…do anything in your absence,” she says. Because at least that part is true. The village boys who flirt with her mean nothing to her. “But I can’t—I don’t—” She stops, at a loss for words.

But he obviously hears her hesitation, sees the stricken look in her eyes, because a wave of pain washes over his face. He takes a step back. “Of course. I understand.”

Then he turns and strides briskly away from her.

“You don’t,” she calls after him, but he doesn’t turn around. How can she tell him she needs to finish the unfinished? He would say she was crazy, risking her life for the impossible. He would try to stop her, would ruin everything.

Miserably she trudges behind him, passing the young olive trees Cleon and Sotiria planted when she joined the family, a future dowry for a new daughter, then the goat pen, where Hecuba and Aphrodite, brown milk goats, stand staring at them, mouths working diligently on leaves, tails snapping against flies. She could swear Hecuba shakes her head as she bends down for a bite of grass. It’s almost as though the animal can sense what Kat has done, sense her mistake. Kat huffs. She can’t take the silent judgment of anyone right now—not even a goat.

Jacob swings open the tall wooden gate to the courtyard and stops in his tracks so suddenly that Kat bumps into him.

“If I don’t make it out of the arena alive,” he says out of nowhere, “I want you to know…I’ve always loved you. Even when I was six—and how old were you, five?—and we were just rolling marbles behind her loom.”

Kat sucks in a breath. She loved to sit behind her mother’s loom, watching her delicate hands weave the weft between the long lengths of warp yarn, then batten each new thread tightly down against the others.

But now she feels mute, lost, staring into those bright eyes she has grown to know so well. She wants to tell him she loves him too, but the words are stopped in her throat. Instead, she removes the long iron pin from her shoulder. At its center is the stone Jacob found two years ago near a stream, smooth and flat and oblong, a gold-flecked olive green. She remembers the day he found it, his joy at its perfection carved by thousands of years of icy spring water tumbling down mountains and gurgling though forests. He held it up awestruck, as if it were a gleaming gift from the gods. Then he had Phineas the blacksmith make it into a cloak brooch and gave it to her.

She holds it between them. “Take it. To protect you in the games.”

She places it in his palm, avoiding his gaze. His hand feels strong and warm, and something stirs inside of her, mouth-watering, like the smell of plums simmering and leaking their juices over a fire.

Jacob. Her Jacob.

They go in through the front door and are surrounded by greetings called out over the comforting clatter of pots and pans. The room smells like new bread and simmering rabbit stew. The oil lamps have been lit, giving the small space a cozy glow of gold and brown. Tonight, Kat notices, the altar at the side of the room is piled high with offerings: an oenochoe of wine, a garland of flowers, and a jar of honeyed figs.

Her stomach hardens. These are prayers to keep Jacob alive.

* * *

Kat is silent during dinner. Afterward, when the family takes turns reading aloud from tattered old scrolls of Homer’s works, she goes to the courtyard to draw water from the well to wash the dishes. Night is falling, and the world is quiet except for the squeak of the lever as she hauls up the heavy wooden bucket, and the soft murmuring of the wind.

And then, through the darkness, she feels someone staring at her.

She looks up.

There, waiting just outside the gate, is the gazelle.

Now, its glossy eyes say. Now.

She looks up at the blazing half-moon rising above the distant trees and shivers from head to toe. Laertes, the village stargazer, has said that in two weeks’ time, when the moon is full, there will be a total eclipse, ending the thousand-year cycle of the Age of Gods and ushering in a new age. It’s a time when magic—good and evil—enters the world as if through a door. It seems to Kat as if all of nature—including herself—has a kind of quivering expectancy, a heightened awareness in preparation for the event. Perhaps it is starting already with this gazelle.

She unhooks the sloshing bucket from the rope and places it on the side of the well. Quickly she opens the gate and emerges on the lane. The gazelle waits for her and then, nodding slightly, takes off.

Now. Now.

The two of them fly down the lane through the pewter air, and this time the race seems effortless. Kat isn’t competing with the gazelle; she is one with it, part of it. They are not separate entities but one entity in two bodies. She feels no pain, no ragged breathing, just an exquisite lightness and exultation as her feet barely touch the road.

Her stride matches the gazelle’s, and together they stream into the gathering night. She wants to keep running forever across meadows and mountains, through forests and valleys, over oceans, even, their feet lightly glancing off the water’s glassy surface as the sun rises and sets and rises again. She reaches out to touch the gazelle, feeling for a moment its thick bristly hide. With a grunt of satisfaction, it veers off to the right, into the meadow and toward a band of trees, and the magic goes with it. Kat comes to an awkward, staggering halt and watches the creature disappear.

She bends at the waist, then, hands on her knees, to catch her breath. She is aware of her rapidly beating heart, a crushing cramp in her side, a throbbing pain in her knee. Her legs ache intolerably, and she can hardly imagine having run so hard and so fast only moments ago—it was as though her mind had briefly left her body.

But now it’s back, and suddenly she is worried again about Jacob, about the impossible thing she needs to do if she ever hopes to have him. And she does want him. More than anything. But how can she say she’ll be his wife? When she can’t say for sure that she’ll survive the task she has both dreaded and dreamed of for years?

She limps back toward the house. A lone kestrel floats past her, borne by the breeze—just a blot in the darkness—back to its home in the branches. She knows that even in its sleep, it dreams of prey, of flesh.

It is cutthroat.

Vengeful.

The rising evening wind blows her hair into her eyes and wraps it around her neck like a scarf. Like the beautiful, diaphanous scarf she still keeps, the remnant of her real mother.

Still looking up at the sky, watching the kestrel disappear into the darkness, she tastes the old, acrid flavor of anger and longing, and realizes exactly what she must do. Now.

Now.
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