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“The Saffron Horn is an absolute gem of a novel—richly woven, emotionally resonant, and brimming with vivid imagery that stays with you long after the final page. From the very first chapter, I was drawn into a world that felt both magical and deeply grounded in cultural depth and human truth.”  

— Reader review
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“The Saffron Horn is a poignant, thrilling tale of survival and strength . . . I read this in one sitting, on the edge of my seat, and put it down with satisfaction.”  

— Reader review
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“[Y]ou will enjoy this familiar women’s story in fancy dress.”  

— Historical Novel Society
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THE FIRST WARNING came from the dormouse.

Liriya smiled at the sound of her daughter’s delighted giggle belling through the quiet morning air. “What are you laughing at?” she asked.

“Look, Mama,” Nartab said. “He’s so cute!”

“Who is?”

“And he keeps running around,” Nartab went on, ignoring her mother’s question. “Back and forth and back and forth. He looks so funny!”

Liriya tossed a handful of fennel into her basket and stared in the direction her daughter was pointing. “I still don’t— Oh, there. It’s a dormouse.” She shaded her eyes with her hand for a better view, watching the fluffy-tailed rodent with bemused interest. “That’s odd. They don’t usually come out by day, only at night. I wonder what’s gotten into him?”

The dormouse darted one direction, then another, scurried over a rock, turned a few circles, and scuttled up and down the trunk of an oak tree gnarled with age, a gray blur against the craggy bark. On reaching the ground again, it came to a halt and gazed northward, round ears twitching and black eyes fixed on the sea. After a few moments of concentration, it spun around and whisked away inland, vanishing down the hill. 

“What was he doing?” Nartab asked between giggles.

Liriya shrugged. “Maybe he’s lost his boot and was looking for it. Or, let’s see, maybe he had too much wine to drink.”

“Mama! Dormice don’t drink wine. And they don’t wear boots either.”

“No?” She tweaked her daughter’s nose. “What do you think he was doing, then? Why don’t you tell me a story about him while we work.”

She crouched down to pluck sage, relishing its pungent aroma and the warmth of the sun on her arms and back. The soft buzz of bees intent on their own harvest and the murmur of waves against the shore below were broken only by Nartab’s story, to which Liriya half listened and which seemed to involve a mama dormouse and a papa dormouse and an acorn and—

KAA-BOOOMMM.

Seemingly out of nowhere, a thunderous blast ripped through the stillness. All motion seemed to freeze, trapped in a moment that felt eternal, as if time itself had paused in shock. 

Kaa-boom! Ka-boom, ka-boom, ka-boom.

Four more explosions crashed through the air like answering echoes, each following the other in rapid succession.

The soil under Liriya’s arms and cheek felt rough and grainy, scratching against her chin. The dusty scent of the dry earth filled her nostrils. She found herself lying prone on the ground, with no recollection of how she had gotten there. One elbow throbbed, as if she had fallen onto a protruding rock. 

Scarcely noticing the pain, she scrambled to her feet, ears still ringing, and tensed all her muscles to . . . do what? Should she grab Nartab and run? Throw herself on top of the child to protect her from whatever danger threatened them?

Her eyes skittered here and there as she tried to pinpoint the source of the blasts, but everything seemed normal. The sun still shone, the light breeze still blew, the sea still stretched serenely out to the horizon, and the sole anomaly was the reverberation in her ears from the explosive crashes that had chopped through the peaceful morning like a cleaver through fish.

“Mama, what was that?” Tears of fright pooled in Nartab’s brown eyes and dripped down her cheeks, dormouse and story both clearly forgotten.

“I—” Her voice came out in a croak, and she broke off, not wanting to further alarm her daughter. Ignoring the weakness and trembling that assailed her, she tried again. “I’m not sure.”  

She put her arm around Nartab’s shoulder in a comforting hug and switched her gaze to a group of her neighbors on the beach, hoping to get a visual clue from them. They had abandoned their various tasks and gathered in a knot, gesticulating, obviously talking about the sounds. They too were glancing around, and the women among them were keeping the children close, but they showed no signs of running or other drastic action.

One of the men kept pointing to the north, as if he thought the blasts had come from that direction. She herself had been in no condition to notice, but it seemed odd that such a phenomenon would originate out at sea.

Had it been thunder? But there had been no lightning, and besides being much louder, the sounds had resembled neither the dull rumble of distant thunder nor the sharp crack of an overhead strike. Anyway, only a few puffy clouds dotted the sky. 

In the village, set on a flat shelf of land overlooking the beach, people were emerging from their houses, and they, too, appeared bewildered and apprehensive but not panicked.

Liriya’s pulse slowed at the sight of her neighbors’ measured reactions. Maybe her own panic had been unnecessarily overwrought. Whatever the cause of the blasts, Nartab needed some kind of explanation and reassurance.  

“Maybe the mother goddess was talking to us,” she said. “I hope she didn’t laugh too hard when she saw she’d surprised me so much I tumbled into the dirt!”

This elicited a watery smile from Nartab.

A village woman strode to the top of the beach path and called something to the people on the sand, who laughed and dispersed. An old man went back to mending a fishing net, the other men resumed repairing a boat, the women turned back to the fish-drying racks, and the children returned to their games.

“Look,” Liriya said, pointing toward the reassuring activity. “Whatever it was, it’s probably nothing to worry about.” She smoothed her eight-year-old daughter’s hair, a wavy, dark-brown mass that glinted auburn where the sunlight caught it and was one of the few physical traits that Nartab had inherited from her. “Dry your eyes, now. We’ve almost got enough herbs. Let’s finish up here, quick quick quick, then we’ll go home and see whether anyone knows what that sound was. All right?”

“All right, Mama.” Nartab wiped her hands across her face, smearing it with dirt, and reached for a golden fennel blossom. 

Liriya took a last look around, still frowning. She and her daughter were near the top of a low hill where wild herbs grew, the tall, feathery fennel and gray-green sage competing with scrub brush and weeds for growing space in patches of hardscrabble soil tucked between chalky rocks. 

A gust of wind carried a dust plume toward the sea that stretched out below in a parade of gemstones, the translucent jade green of the shallows giving way first to turquoise, then to lapis lazuli. The promontory protruded into the sea, forming a headland that protected and overlooked the beach, which curved away to the west in a shallow crescent. At the far end of the stretch of sand, a giant’s staircase of jagged boulders tumbled into the dancing waves. 

Behind her, towering over the crest of the hill, the oak tree spread its craggy branches like a mother bird protecting her young under her wings. Sunlight gleamed on its leaves, which fluttered in the breeze and dappled the ground in a shifting pattern.

Liriya hesitated, torn despite what she had said to Nartab. Would it be better after all to abandon the herbs and go back to the village now so she could see whether anyone knew what had caused those terrifying sounds? Even if all her neighbors were as ignorant as she, it would be reassuring just to talk it over with them and hear someone else say that it was probably nothing to worry about.

But no. They were almost finished, after all, and if they stopped gathering herbs now they would just have to come back another time.  

She finally shrugged and returned to her work. The tranquil normality of her surroundings gradually diminished her alarm to mere residual uneasiness. 

Nartab’s thin voice floated through the air in song, reassuring Liriya that the child, at least, had forgotten her fright. The song, a slow tune in a minor key, had been a favorite lullaby, and Liriya had sung it to her at bedtime every night when Nartab was younger.


The moon and the stars

will look after you.

Protectors high

in the sky.

They will take care of you.



As she listened, Liriya’s thoughts drifted as aimlessly as the oak leaf blown along by the breeze that skimmed over the ground before her. Her basket brimmed with fennel and sage, and Nartab’s was nearly as full. They had probably collected enough for the winter. In fact, there was enough to share. Maybe Goma would like some. Her arthritis was so bad now, it was hard for her to stoop down to pluck herbs. They should head home soon and hang them to dry. They would smell so good this winter, hanging from the rafters—

“Mama, is there going to be a storm?” Nartab interrupted her train of thought. She was staring out to sea.

“A storm?” Liriya cast a reflexive glance upward, but the sky overhead was still a cerulean blue. “No, I don’t think so. If so, it would be cloudy and windy. Anyway, it’s the wrong time of year. Why?”

“There’s storm clouds out there.” Nartab pointed to the north. “And I think I saw lightning.”

Liriya gazed at the light gray plume that billowed up on the far northern horizon. Although more or less the right color, it did not look to her like storm clouds. It was difficult to tell at this distance, but the shape and texture seemed wrong. It looked more like smoke. But how could the sea catch fire?

Nartab was right about one thing, though. Flashes of what could have been lightning were indeed flickering occasionally, high up in the gray plume.

“And where are all the birds?” Nartab asked. “Goma told me about a bad storm back when she was my age. She said all the birds went away right before.”

Her observant daughter was right again. Gulls, terns and other seabirds were almost always to be seen and heard overhead. But the sky was empty of them now, and the air was equally void of bird cries, a background noise she was so accustomed to she had not even noticed its absence.

Her mind went back to the dormouse. At the time, she had not given much thought to its agitated behavior, other than to find it amusing. Now, however, she remembered stories she had heard about animals behaving strangely just before earthquakes, as if they could somehow sense what was coming. And the dormouse had certainly been acting strangely. But there had been no earthquake. Only those inexplicable explosive blasts.

Was it her imagination, or was there an odd, expectant hush to the air? An unsettling stillness?  

She glanced toward the shore, and her forehead puckered in a baffled frown. Not sure whether to believe her eyes, she picked her way through the rocks to the edge of the hill for a closer look.

The sea was receding.

The water was already twenty paces from the beach, and it continued to withdraw, moving out visibly while she watched.

“The sea’s going out!” Nartab said superfluously, joining her. “Mama, look, it’s going out. Why’s it doing that?” 

“I’m not sure.” Liriya carefully kept her voice light and cheerful, wanting to reassure her daughter, but her thoughts raced as she searched for an explanation. Perhaps the mother goddess was angry with them and taking the sea away in retaliation. That would be devastating for a village that depended so much on the sea and its bounty. 

The villagers on the beach were also staring at the ebbing water, though seemingly with interest rather than alarm. A few of the children scampered out onto the wet sand, laughing and shouting as they explored the newly uncovered sea bed. A little girl spotted a fish flopping in a shallow pool and grabbed it, waving it over her head in triumph and shrieking with glee. 

One small boy wandered farther out than the other children, to a point almost directly opposite Liriya and Nartab, and squatted next to a rock the size of a goat. He patted its weed-draped surface as if fascinated by this relic from the watery depths.

Nartab cocked her head to one side. “What’s that?” she asked, an intent expression on her thin face.

“What’s what?”

“That funny noise. Kind of like when Papa snores, but different. Can’t you hear it?”

Liriya had been vaguely aware of a low, rumbling sound, but she had dismissed it as her ears still recovering from the blasts. It grew louder, and she realized, now that she was paying attention to it, that it was not coming from inside her ears, but rather from the direction of the sea.

Bewilderment gave way to the icy edge of fear.

The sea halted its retreat. For a suspenseful moment, it stayed in place, far from the shore, then swept back toward the beach, gaining speed with terrifying swiftness. A swath of white foam formed behind the water’s vanguard.

The rumbling grew to a roar.

The villagers on the beach were calling to the children, most of whom came running back to the shore, but the little boy who had gone farthest out either did not hear or was ignoring the cries. A woman ran out across the uncovered seabed, cupping her hands to her mouth and shouting, and Liriya recognized the bright, curly hair of Shelab, the wife of her husband’s brother. That meant the boy must be her five-year-old son, Teleko, a cheerful imp with a mischievous grin who held a special place in Liriya’s heart.

The foaming water swirled around Teleko’s feet, and he straightened up, laughing and splashing. As the sea surged to his knees, he seemed to realize the danger and turned toward the shore, but he had left it too late. The water rose to his waist, and he lost his footing and fell. His head bobbed once. An arm briefly broke the surface, hand stretched up in a futile plea. Then he disappeared into the froth of seawater.

Shelab screamed as she raced into the water, her anguished cries ripping through the air. “No! Teleko! Teleko!” The onrushing water shoved against her, a rising surge that tried to sweep her back to the beach. She fought against the current, arms stretching out to where her son had disappeared. Plunging forward, she threw herself headlong into the sea, thrashing around in the churning water and struggling as the waves tossed her about. She too vanished beneath the surface.

A salty, metallic taste filled Liriya’s mouth. She had bitten her lip hard enough to draw blood. She stiffened her legs in an attempt to stop her knees from trembling. A haze seemed to blur her vision.

How could this be happening? It felt as if she were living in a dream. Oh, if only this could be a dream. Let it be a dream! If only she could wake up and find herself in her comfortable bed in the cozy house down in the village, with Driom close by and the children across the room. Oh, let this be nothing more than a bad dream!

But she was all too familiar with nightmares, and she knew this was no mere dream.

She drew Nartab closer and tried to press her head against her side, hoping to spare her daughter more of the macabre sight. But Nartab pulled away and continued to stare, eyes wide with horror.

The other children had made it back to the shore, and they, along with the women, were sprinting up the zigzag path that traversed the steep hill bordering the beach. The men were hastily shoving the boat farther up the sand, looking over their shoulders at the advancing water.

The sea surged to the shoreline and, to Liriya’s dazed incomprehension, kept going, covering the beach within moments. The men abandoned the boat and scrambled up the slope, not bothering with the path. One of them lost his footing on the steep, rocky hillside and tumbled into the waves. The sea swallowed his panicked shout as it closed over his head.

On and on the churning water stormed. Foaming, dipping, eddying, it relentlessly covered the land.

The village was in chaos. A few people raced between the blocks of stone and mud-brick dwellings, perhaps trying to warn or help family or friends. Others fled toward the hill behind the village, and still others clambered up to roofs. A gray-haired woman hobbled along, supported by a younger woman, both of them glancing over their shoulders at the oncoming water. A teenage girl tried to climb a fig tree, hampered by the baby she held in one arm. A toddler, lost or overlooked, stood bewildered in a doorway until an old man scooped her up as he ran past.

The water crested the steep slope from the beach with the speed of a charging bull and poured through the village, covering the ground within moments.

How far would the sea climb? Surely it could not reach as high as the hill they stood on. Or could it? Liriya glanced at her daughter’s terrified face. Nartab’s eyes reflected the same question.

Liriya frantically scanned the familiar promontory, viewing its topography with fresh eyes. It suddenly seemed dangerously low to her. The ground rose slightly to their right, away from the beach and village, where the hill crested before falling away in a cliff to the sea. Would they be any safer there? 

She remembered the oak tree behind them and whirled around. Its spreading branches were too far from the ground for her to climb, but she thought she could lift Nartab high enough for the child to reach.

“Come on.” She grabbed Nartab’s hand and ran toward the tree, weaving through the vegetation and stumbling over rocks. “I’ll lift you up.” Gripping her daughter about the waist, she lifted her toward the lowest tree limb. “Can you reach that branch?”

“I can touch it. Just barely.”

“You need to grab it so you can climb up. Wait, I’ll lift you higher.” She put the child back on the ground and shifted her grip, lifting her by the legs this time.

“Can you get a grip on the branch now?”

“No.” Nartab sounded tearful. “It’s too high. My hands can’t get over the top.”

Liriya set her daughter back down and glanced over her shoulder. The water was still rising. She had to get Nartab into the oak tree.

Could she stand on a rock? But there were no rocks close to the tree, and any rock large enough to be useful would be much too heavy for her to move.

She crouched down and braced her hands against the tree trunk. “Climb onto my shoulders,” she said. “No, don’t sit. Put your feet on my shoulders, and steady yourself against the trunk. Ready?”

“Yes.”

She stood slowly, grunting with the effort.

“I can reach, Mama!”

The weight lifted from first one shoulder, then the other, as Nartab clambered onto the branch.

“Good.” Liriya looked up, panting from her exertions. “Now climb as high as you can and find a sturdy place with a branch you can hang onto. And don’t come down until I tell you to.”

“But what about you, Mama?”

“I’ll be right here. Do as I tell you.”

“But—”

“Right now!” Liriya said harshly when Nartab looked as if she would argue.

Nartab hesitated, then obeyed.

Liriya watched her climb, concerned that she might fall. But Nartab was a wiry, agile child used to climbing trees. She clambered nimbly up the branches and soon reached a high perch. 

Satisfied, Liriya glanced back at the village to gauge how high the water had risen. A muffled gasp escaped her lips. She stuffed her knuckles into her mouth to stifle any outcry that might frighten Nartab. 

The sea had engulfed the village. 

Only a few of the flat roofs had yet escaped being swallowed by the water, and even they were only visible when the sea fell away, disappearing every time the waves crested. A small group of villagers on a low roof struggled through calf-deep water toward a higher one, buffeted by the churning water. One woman misjudged the edge of the building and fell into the sea, her scream choked off as she submerged.

Was the water still rising? Liriya could not tell. She focused on a tree at the edge of the village that was mostly underwater, with only the slender tops of a few branches jutting from the sea, and used it as a gauge. The churning waves made it difficult to be certain, but she thought the upsurge might have crested.

The few leaves still visible on the tree were large and broad. Fig leaves. This was the fig tree into which the teenager with the baby had climbed. She shuddered and looked away, glad that she had not been watching when the two young lives had been engulfed by the waves.

Their hill was an island now. The sea spread out below them, nestling comfortably into the contours of formerly dry land as if it had always made its home there. Equally as unfamiliar as the shape of the water was its new color. The placid azure had vanished, replaced by a turbid beige expanse that roiled in choppy waves dappled with patches of foam and floating debris.

Liriya gazed bleakly at the seething sea and wondered when it would recede. How long would she and Nartab be trapped on this hill? Or maybe that was the wrong question. Perhaps the water would never subside. Perhaps this would be the new level of the sea, forevermore.
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Chapter 2
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LIRIYA STARED AT the sea as if she could make it abate by pure force of will.

Gradually, almost imperceptibly at first, the water moved backward. The water level crept downward, as if the sea was reluctant to cede its newly conquered territory. The backflow picked up speed, forcing its way past anything in its path. Trees lurched under the onslaught, and several toppled into the water. 

The force of the outsurge propelled a felled tree, trunk first, into the corner of one of the village dwellings, ripping away mud bricks. The roof sagged, then fell in as the walls disintegrated. The collapse spread, each breach weakening the surrounding areas. Walls crumbled, and roofs caved in. Little by little, the water’s relentless assault demolished the housing blocks.

Liriya watched her hometown being destroyed. The little fishing village that had been her home since she had married Driom was no more. Her own small house was gone. The house she had awoken in that very morning and left to pick herbs with no thought that she would never see it again. 

How many of her neighbors were being sucked out to sea? Women, men, children that she had lived with and worked with and laughed with and loved. All were being towed away by the remorseless waves.

At last the sea retreated as far as the beach.

“Can I come down now?” Nartab called.

“No! Wait.” Liriya was watching the water. “See how the sea is moving away from the shore again? That might mean another big wave is coming.”

And she was right. The second wave swept inland, spilling over the beach, then the ruins of the village, and inexorably climbed their hill. It reached the high point of the first wave and continued to surge without slowing. Up, up, up ascended the sea.

The foaming water gushed over the top of the hill. Rivulets ran past Liriya’s feet.

“Mama! I’ll pull you up!”

She glanced up. Nartab had climbed back down to the lowest branch and was stretching one hand down to her. 

“No! I’m too heavy. I’d pull you out of the tree. Get back! Climb back up where you were!”

Nartab hesitated, clearly torn.

“Do as I say!” Liriya almost screamed the words.

With an anguished look, Nartab obeyed.

The water covered Liriya’s lower legs. Her full skirt belled out, then, saturated, clung to her ankles. She hugged the tree trunk as tightly as she could, wishing she could get her arms completely around the massive trunk. Her cheek pressed against the rough bark. The woody smell contrasted oddly with the briny tang of the water.

Still the water climbed. It reached her waist. Spray drenched her bodice, and a wave broke against her upper back. 

Something bumped against her leg, and she flinched, not wanting to know what it was. A fish? Debris? A corpse?

She lifted her head and risked a quick look around. Other than the tree, the sole thing visible was water, as if she were out at sea. Except that there was no boat.

The water rose more slowly now, but each time Liriya allowed herself to hope it had stopped, she realized it had climbed higher up her torso. 

It reached the bottom of her breasts, then gradually covered them. 

Her armpits. 

Her shoulders.

The relentless sea crept upward, wrapping its watery tendrils around her neck. A wave broke over her head, engulfing her in a swirling vortex. She gasped, sucking in salt water. Her pounding heart and wheezing breaths muffled Nartab’s sobs and choked screams.

The water rose higher, reaching her chin. A barrage of waves slapped against her face, one after the other. She closed her eyes and tilted her chin up in a desperate attempt to keep the water out of her mouth and nose, but deep down she knew it was futile. The relentless rise of the sea had extinguished all hope. 

So this was the end. Would the goddesses spare Nartab, at least? Her daughter was so young. Surely the goddesses would take pity on her.

She hoped it would happen fast, for her daughter’s sake. If only Nartab did not have to watch her mother drown.

With numb resignation, she waited for the inevitable moment when the water would cover her head, taking away every last breath. Time stretched on interminably as she struggled to breathe without sucking in seawater. 

A wave struck the underside of her lifted chin.

In the inner recesses of her mind, a tiny spark of hope flickered. The waves had been hitting her in the face before. Was the water falling?

She held her breath, hardly daring to hope. Tentatively, she lowered her chin. It remained above water level.

When the sea was back down to her collarbone, she exhaled and slumped against the trunk. “It’s all right, Nartab,” she called. “The sea’s falling again. We’re safe.”

But she soon realized that her ordeal was not yet over. The retreating water picked up force as it drained away. It buffeted her, sucked at her, pressed her against the oak tree. She gritted her teeth and clung to the sturdy oak tree with all her strength, her fingers digging into the bark for purchase as the rushing current threatened to tear her away. 

At last the water reached her ankles. She relaxed her grip on the tree trunk and slumped against it. 

Now they truly were safe.

Or were they?

The hill reemerged as the seawater drained away. The beach came back into view. She watched the water level, willing the sea to stay at the shoreline and not retreat again in the pattern she now knew to be so devastating. 

The sea began to ebb. Twenty paces. Forty.

“Mama?” Nartab’s voice was half whisper, half whimper. “The sea’s going back out.”

Liriya wiped the soaked hair out of her eyes and looked up. Nartab had climbed down to the lowest branch again. 

I know, she tried to say, but the words seemed to stick in her constricted throat. She coughed and tried again. “I know.” This time she succeeded in forcing her vocal cords to function. Even to her own ears, her voice sounded stiff and jagged.

“Does that mean another big wave?” Nartab’s dark eyes were wide and dazed, and the color had leached from her thin face, leaving it a yellowish white. She had apparently had to maneuver through foliage while climbing the tree, for an oak twig was tangled in her hair, and one cheek sported an angry scratch.

“Maybe.” Liriya fought to sound steady and reassuring. “It’s starting to come back in now. Time for you to climb back up. Have you found a good branch to hold on to? High and sturdy?”

Nartab nodded. “Right up at the top.”

“Good girl. Climb up there now and hold tight.”

Liriya’s stomach churned as the roiling water covered the beach and began its relentless climb, and she swallowed, trying to force back the bile rising in her throat. Her lips moved as she murmured, over and over, one phrase directed at the mother goddess, “Please, not my daughter. Please, not my daughter.” 

But it seemed that the mother goddess had finally decided to stop tormenting them. The water rose only halfway up the hill before retreating, and the next wave barely covered the shelf of land on which the village had stood. After that, although still choppy and full of debris, the sea gradually resumed its normal contours.

*    *    *
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After she was sure the immediate danger had passed, Liriya helped Nartab down from the oak tree, but the two of them stayed on the hill until the sun had passed its zenith and begun to descend. 

Nartab said little, seeming content to nestle in the crook of her mother’s arm as they perched on a rock. Liriya, too, was glad to sit in silence, giving both of them time to process what had just happened.

Did her daughter understand the magnitude of the event they had just lived through? Did she realize that many, perhaps most, of the villagers she had known all her life were now dead, swept away into the sea? That children she had played with and adults who had spoiled and scolded and protected her were gone forever? 

Liriya was not sure, and she had no desire to raise the topic. Let Nartab keep whatever childish ignorance she could for the time being. She would learn all too soon that the safe, familiar life they had awoken to that morning had vanished into the waves.

A group of fellow survivors had taken refuge on the hill behind the village. Liriya waved to them, and the answering waves reassured her, but she decided not to join them yet, in case the sea rose again. They were safe here on their little hill. Probably.

Nartab’s cheeks were still pale, but her eyes gradually lost their stupefied glaze, and she began to ask questions. “What about Papa and Agamun?”

“I’m sure your father and brother are fine.” Liriya hoped her tone and expression conveyed more confidence than she actually felt. “It was their day to go to Knossos, remember?” 

Her husband, Driom, shared a boat with his brother, and they took turns fishing and taking their catch to the nearby city of Knossos to sell. Fresh dread filled her heart at the thought of her husband’s brother and his young son, her other nephew, who had been in their small boat somewhere out in that churning sea when the waves had struck. She forced back the thought and continued to reassure her daughter. “The big waves couldn’t possibly have gotten as far as the city.” 

In reality, she had no idea whether her husband and son would even have reached Knossos in time, let alone whether the water had reached that far inland, but Nartab seemed to take her at her word.

“That’s good,” she said. Then the brown eyes widened. “But Uncle Kupa and Rorji weren’t in Knossos.”

Liriya swallowed. “No, they weren’t.”

“They were out fishing.”

“Yes.”

“But they were in the boat. That means they’re all right, right?”

Liriya did not answer.

Nartab tugged at her sleeve. “Mama?”

“I . . . I don’t know.” 

A slow tear ran down Nartab’s thin cheek. “Uncle Kupa and Rorji too?” she whispered. “Teleko and Aunt Shelab, and Uncle Kupa and Rorji too?”

Liriya blinked back the tears that welled in her own eyes and tightened her grip on her daughter’s shoulders. “Uncle Kupa and Rorji may be all right. We just have to wait and see.”

Nartab said no more.

If Nartab had no more questions, Liriya herself had several jostling her mind, foremost among them being her husband and son. She tried to set aside her anxiety and think about it rationally. At its maximum, the sea had surged high enough to cover the hill they were on, plus not quite the height of a woman. She was not sure exactly how high above sea level Knossos was, but it was surely much higher than this hill. Getting there involved an uphill hike. The city was also a fair distance inland. No, what she had told Nartab must be true, and she should stop worrying.

Seeking a distraction from her thoughts, she glanced up at the sun to see how much time had passed. She frowned. A thin haze coated the sky overhead and to the north. This was not unusual, but the color was. The haze had a brownish tinge that did not look like any clouds or fog she had ever seen.

The murky film was moving southward, covering more and more of the sky. Even as she watched, its gossamer edge reached the golden globe of the sun and covered it. Rather than disappearing, however, the sun continued to shine through the haze, but it turned a vivid red-orange, much the same color as a particularly spectacular sunset.

“Oh!” Nartab was looking up too. She sniffed and swiped her eyes. “The sun’s turned red. Why is it— What’s that stuff in your hair?”

“What’s what in my hair?” Liriya put an instinctive hand to her head, but she could see the answer on Nartab. Tiny flecks of some pale substance speckled her daughter’s hair, shoulders and skirt, and more landed as she watched.

Looking around, she spotted some particles on the ground as well, then noticed a few drifting downward through the air. They were coming from the sky. Why would this strange powder be falling from the sky?

Soon the ground was coated with the mysterious dust and had turned a dirty shade of pale gray. A burnt odor vaguely reminiscent of ashes filled the air.

Liriya was mystified. The substance, whatever it was, did not seem overly harmful, although her eyes were stinging and watering. But what was it? First the loud booms, then the waves, and now the sun was acting strangely and the sky was spitting dust down to the earth. What else would the goddesses decide to throw at them today?

She stood up abruptly. She wanted to talk things over with someone else. Maybe one of her neighbors could shed some light on these mysterious happenings and soothe her fears. The last of the big waves had been quite some time ago, so surely it was safe to walk to the hill where the other survivors had gathered.

“Come on, Nartab,” she said, holding her hand out to her daughter. “Let’s go join the others.”

They set off, taking a circuitous route and keeping to higher ground.

Once, when Liriya was twelve, she had spent a couple of months visiting her aunt and uncle in Malia, a city near the coast to the east. She could still remember how, when she returned home, the two-room dwelling seemed strangely unfamiliar at first, as if it were not the same house she had grown up in and lived in all her life. Much the same feeling swept over her as she led her daughter through the familiar yet bizarrely foreign landscape. 

The beach had disappeared beneath a layer of mud and debris. The hill backing the beach had eroded, its formerly steep slope much shallower, bare of vegetation, and laced with raw crevices through which water still trickled back down to the sea. Many trees had been uprooted or toppled, and those that remained stood like lonely sentinels guarding an apocalyptic battlefield, most of them showing raw, jagged scars where branches had been ripped away. In low-lying areas, pools of water stagnated, gradually seeping into the saturated ground. Debris lay scattered haphazardly. And a few random stones were the only trace of the houses that, just a short time before, had comprised a thriving village.

The gray powder that covered every surface enhanced the dreamlike unreality, transforming the usually vibrant landscape into a ghostly monotone illuminated by the red glow of the filtered sun.

The other villagers greeted them with subdued relief. 

“We could see you up on the hill,” one woman explained, “and I knew you two had gone up there to gather herbs, so we knew who you were and that you were safe.”

The villagers did not seem much inclined to talk, instead standing or sitting in silence, expressions still dull with shock. They gazed with vacant eyes down the hill at their former village or out to sea as if still hoping that the boats their husbands or sons or brothers had rowed out that morning would appear. But the boats were small, not built for such a turbulent sea, and as time passed, the faces of those waiting grew longer and bleaker. 

Liriya managed a quiet word with an older man who served as an informal village elder. “Does anyone know why all this is happening?” she asked him. “Where the waves came from, and this dust, and so on?”

He shook his head. “I certainly don’t. I don’t think anyone else does either.”

“Are these the only survivors?”

“No, there were a few others who went off to their families in other villages.” He reeled off four names. “And of course, most of the men were out at sea, fishing. I guess it’s possible some of them made it back to shore.” His expression belied his hopeful words. “As for the rest, well, you know as much as I do.” He shrugged sadly and turned away.

Trying not to make it obvious, Liriya counted the villagers. There were fifteen, plus herself and Nartab. She added the four other known survivors and, hoping for the best, Driom and Agamun. Twenty-three in all. Twenty-three out of how many? She was not sure what the population of the village had been, but she knew it had been many times more than twenty-three.

“Papa!” Nartab cried.

Liriya whirled around. Her daughter was racing toward two people who had just crested the hill and were hurrying toward them along the path that led southwest to Knossos. Her husband was in the lead, striding toward Nartab, and their son trailed behind. Liriya sagged with relief at the sight. Despite her reassuring words to Nartab earlier, she had feared that her menfolk might have been among the victims.

Driom held out his arms, and Nartab leaped into them, clutching him around the shoulders and burying her face in his neck. He was a sturdy, muscular man whose wiry black hair, cut short in front and grown long in back, contrasted with the gray-sprinkled stubble on his face. At thirty-seven, he was seven years older than his wife. His deep-set hazel eyes shone with relief as he hugged Nartab close, murmuring something into her ear and giving a crooked smile at her reply. 

He set the child down. As his eyes met Liriya’s, guarded inscrutability wiped away the joy with which he had greeted Nartab. 

“You made it,” he said in a neutral tone.

“I’m glad you’re safe,” Liriya said, unsurprised by the impersonal greeting. She had expected nothing else. 

She embraced Agamun, who at fifteen usually considered himself too old for such foolishness but on this occasion hugged her back hard. He had his father’s hazel eyes and athletic build, but his soft, round features were from his mother.

Driom was scanning the group of villagers, eyes flitting between them as if he could somehow find who he was looking for if he stared hard enough. The lines on his face deepened. He glanced back at Liriya. “Kupa?” His voice was tight. “Have he and Rorji come back?”

She swallowed, but he had to know. “No. I don’t think any of the men who were out fishing have come back.”

Driom’s face sagged, as if all strength had drained from it, and he closed his eyes for a moment. “What about Teleko and Shelab?” he asked in a flat tone. The question held a grim inevitability, as if he already knew the answer. “Weren’t they in the village?”

“They were down at the beach.” Raw grief surged up from deep inside, where she had buried it for Nartab’s sake, and the hot tears that she could no longer contain spilled over and ran down her face. “They’re dead. They’re all dead.” Her arm swept out toward the shelf of land that had once held a village. “They’re all dead.”

She bowed her head and covered her face, but the tears leaked through her fingers and dripped down to moisten the ash that coated the ground.

After tactfully giving the family some time alone, the other villagers gathered around, asking Driom for news from the city. He pulled himself together to talk, but he had little to tell them.

Yes, they had heard the loud blasts in Knossos, he said, but no, nobody in the city had seemed to know what they were. The waves had not reached the city itself, although many people there had seen the rising water. Driom and Agamun had started home not long afterward and traveled as fast as they could, but many of the low-lying paths were impassable, so it had taken them much longer than usual to make the journey.

After a brief discussion, the men decided that the standing water had at last drained enough that they could search for survivors in the village. At least, that was what they said they were going to do, but, gazing at the grim faces, Liriya realized that they did not really expect to find anyone still alive. No, they were going down to look for bodies.

But the sea had been efficient in disposing of its victims, and, in the sodden expanse that had once been a village, the searchers found only scattered debris, piles of stones, and, everywhere, mud.
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Chapter 3
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EVEN VIEWED FROM the enclosed courtyard of the small house in Knossos, the sunset was magnificent. Liriya gazed up at the vivid reddish gold that seemed to cover the sky, wondering why every sunrise and sunset since the day of the waves had been so glorious. 

A call from within the house interrupted her contemplation.

“Liriya? Where did you get to?”

“Coming, Yeda.” She picked up the jug she had filled from the cistern as an excuse to duck outside for a few precious moments of fresh air and solitude. “The sunset’s really beautiful tonight,” she said as she entered the kitchen.

Yeda did not look up from the pot she was stirring. “Yes, well, they’ve been beautiful for the past month, so I’m sure there will be another one tomorrow for you to see. Meanwhile, you need to hurry up and get those carrots and celery cooked. The men will be wanting their dinner.”

The mouthwatering aromas of freshly cooked flatbread and simmering pork and lentil stew filled the spacious kitchen. Amphorae and jugs lined the edges of the flagstone floor, filled with grain, olive oil, wine, and other daily provisions. A large rectangular table dominated the center. Two rows of stout wooden pillars marched in tandem the length of the room and cast vertical shadows on the plastered walls, which were grimed with soot from years of cooking fires.

A door at one end led out to the courtyard, which was shared by three other houses and in which most cooking was done in hot weather. Another door at the opposite end led into the workshop at the front of the house. A narrow staircase along one wall of the workshop led up to the living quarters.

Liriya set the heavy jug down on the table with relief, then poured water into a bowl and dunked a couple of carrots. “I wonder what’s been making the sunsets so colorful lately,” she said, scrubbing the carrots. “And why they’ve been turning so much of the sky red, instead of just the west.”

Yeda shrugged. She was short, with the comfortable roundness of middle age and plenty to eat, and her square, outjutting chin sported a couple of visible whiskers. “Who can say why the goddesses do what they do,” she said.

“So many things have been strange ever since the big waves.” Liriya used a bronze knife with a well-worn haft to cut up a stalk of celery. “Like the weather. It’s been so cool for this time of year. I wonder whether it’s all connected somehow.”

“Maybe.” Yeda did not seem overly interested. “Hand me that jar of cumin.”

“Of what?” Liriya had never heard the word before.

“Cumin. That little red jar.”

Liriya handed it over. “What’s cumin?”

“A spice. Here. Smell it. Doesn’t it smell good?”

Liriya inhaled the earthy, aromatic scent of the reddish-brown seeds. The unfamiliar spice tickled her nose. She was not sure she liked the aroma. “I don’t think I’ve ever smelled anything like this,” she said neutrally.

Yeda seemed to take this for approbation. “Yes, it’s very special. Very rare. I like to add it to stews, and even to lentil patties. It adds a nice flavor.”

“Where did you get it?”

“A merchant sold it to me last year. He told me where it came from. Now what was the name?” Yeda thought for a moment while she tipped a small amount of cumin into a mortar. “I can’t remember. Some land to the east, over the sea.” She waved her arm in the approximate direction of the east. 

“A land to the east,” Liriya said dreamily, her eyes far away. What would it be like to be a merchant who sailed to distant lands, seeing strange people and bringing back exotic goods? “I wonder what it’s like there.”

Yeda put the lid on the jar and set it back on the shelf. “Probably not much different from here, except that the people are all barbarians.” She picked up a pestle and started to grind the cumin seeds. “Be sure to brown those vegetables in a little olive oil before you add the water. It brings out the flavor.”

With a wry grimace, Liriya suppressed the urge to say that she, too, was aware of the benefits of browning vegetables. She set a cooking pot onto a brazier and dumped in the chopped carrots and celery.

“Oh, to all the tree demons!”

Liriya jumped at Yeda’s exclamation and a simultaneous clatter. The pestle was on the floor, rolling away. It took a roundabout path across the flagstones and, seemingly perversely, continued to roll under a table, coming to rest in the far corner.

“Would you mind?” Yeda gestured at the pestle. “My knees aren’t all they used to be.”

Liriya hesitated. The table was low and heavy, and it was bounded on two sides by walls and on a third side by an outjutting pilaster fronted by a large earthenware jar. As a result, the area under the table was hemmed in on all sides but one, creating a cavelike space. 

“Liriya?” Yeda gave her a questioning look. “I’d get it myself, but it’s hard for me to crawl nowadays.”

Liriya swallowed. “Of course.”

She approached the table, scolding herself. It was just a table, after all. There was nothing whatsoever in that cramped space underneath that would hurt her. And it was not as if enclosed spaces had always bothered her. She had been perfectly fine with them until—

She hastily forced that thought away. Taking a deep breath, she crouched down and crawled under the table. Her forehead grew damp and clammy with sweat. Her arms and legs trembled. Where was that pestle? She raised her head to look around and knocked it against the underside of the table.

“Are you all right?” Yeda asked. “Don’t hurt yourself.”

Liriya could not reply. There. The pestle was there in the corner. With a shaky hand, she grabbed it, crawled thankfully backward, and stood up, swaying a bit.

“Thank you,” Yeda said, taking the pestle. She frowned. “You look a little pale. Did you hurt your head?”

“No,” Liriya managed to say. She closed her eyes for a moment, hoping the room would stop spinning around her. “I’m all right. But I feel a little nauseous. I’ll just sit down for a moment.”

“Here.” Yeda pulled forward a stool, looking concerned. “Sit down. I’ll get you a cup of water.”

Liriya sipped the cool water gratefully, feeling better. 

“Maybe I should go get Driom,” Yeda said.

“No!”

Yeda looked startled and a bit hurt by the sharpness of the reply, but Liriya barely noticed, preoccupied with her own racing thoughts. Driom knew perfectly well that she had not feared tight spaces in her younger days, and if he heard that just crawling under a table had induced such a strong reaction, he might ask questions. Like ripples in a pond spreading ever outward, those questions might lead to others that could end up uncovering things far better left buried. 

And that was the one thing that could not happen, no matter what she had to do to prevent it.

“I’m fine now,” she said, standing up to prove how fine she was. “It was just a silly thing. Don’t mention it to Driom, would you? He’d only worry, and he has enough on his mind right now.”

Fortunately, the thought of Driom seemed to divert Yeda’s mind into other channels. She hesitated for a moment before speaking. “Liriya,” she said, her voice concerned, “is everything all right between you and Driom?”

Liriya fixed her attention on the pot of carrots and celery, trying to keep her expression neutral. “I’m not sure what you mean.” She gave the vegetables an unnecessary stir, glad of an excuse to avoid meeting Yeda’s eyes.

But Yeda persisted. “It’s just that the two of you never seem to talk to each other anymore.”

Liriya said nothing.

“Maybe I’m just noticing it more since you’ve been staying with us,” Yeda said. “But the two of you always seemed so happy together when you were first married. You had such a close connection. And now I get the feeling that’s gone. So I just wondered whether there was any problem I could help with.”

Liriya stared down at her hands. Yeda was right. She and Driom had once been inseparable, always laughing and talking and teasing, each the other’s best friend. But now an invisible wall stood between them that neither of them seemed able to breach.

She shook her head firmly. “I guess all marriages change that way as time goes on.”

“Do you still love him?”

This was one question Liriya did not have to ponder before answering. “Yes.”

“And do you want your old marriage back?”

Another easy answer. “More than anything.”

“Then what’s gone wrong?”

Liriya hesitated. “It’s hard to explain.”

“But there is a reason, right? Something happened.”

Liriya dropped her eyes and busied herself arranging flatbreads in a basket. Yeda was coming uncomfortably close to the truth. How could she extricate herself from this conversation?

“And I know what it was,” Yeda went on. “Driom found himself another woman. Or women. I’m right, aren’t I?”

Liriya’s taut shoulder muscles relaxed. At least Yeda had not guessed the truth. “Well . . .”

“I knew it. Now I want you to take some advice from an old woman. There’s only one way to bring back a straying husband. And that’s by making him happy in bed. That’s what I did, years ago, when my Hvam was running after some harpy down in the lower town. And look at us now. We’ve been happy all these years.” 

Yeda pointed a cooking spoon at Liriya. “You just do that, see, and I bet you two will be happy again.” Her eyes shone with the satisfaction of speaking her mind.

Liriya concentrated on the flatbreads. “Thank you, Yeda. That’s good advice.” No need to mention to Yeda that the advice was also useless. Besides, telling the older woman that her counsel was off the mark would only lead to more questions. So she just nodded and went on fussing with the flatbreads. “I’ll think about what you said.”

“Good.”

“We’d better get this food finished,” Liriya said, hoping to maneuver the conversation away from the topic of her marriage. “The men are probably wondering when dinner’s going to be ready.”

*    *    *
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“I wonder when dinner’s going to be ready,” Driom said, yawning and stretching.

His cousin, Hvam, looked up from the knucklebones he was idly tossing. “Hungry?” he asked.

“Starved. I walked a long way today.”

“Any luck?”

“None. I went west for a change. Made it pretty far, but it’s the same story there. All the villages along the coast have been wiped out. And even where there’s a few survivors here and there, their boats are all gone, so no one’s fishing.”

Driom had traveled up and down the coast, visiting every coastal village he knew of in the hopes of finding someone, somewhere, who still had a boat and might want to hire an experienced fisherman. Nobody did.

He and his family had been living with Hvam and Yeda for the past month, ever since the day of the waves. Hvam was a craftsman who carved seals for a living, and his house was well-built and comfortable. This second floor was built of mud brick, rather than the stone of the first floor, and it comprised the living quarters, with a small sleeping area adjoining the spacious main room in which they were awaiting the evening meal. 

Three stout wooden pillars, wider at the top than the base and painted a cheerful orange-red, lined the center of the room and supported the flat roof. A large oak table stood to one side. A few folding stools and two comfortable wooden chairs were scattered about. Oil lamps flickered and cast shadows on the plastered walls. A ladder led up to the roof, which was used as an additional living and sleeping area in nice weather. The trap door to the roof was propped open, admitting a refreshing breeze and a rosy glow from the sunset Liriya had been admiring.

“It’s a real problem,” Hvam said. “It’ll take time for them to build more boats. Have you thought about finding something else to do in the meantime?”

“Thought about it, yes.”

“Maybe you could look for another kind of job somewhere. Or something like that.”

Driom gave his cousin a penetrating look. Hvam might be just commiserating and offering advice. Or was he gently hinting that it was time for Driom and his family to find other living arrangements? Hvam’s head was bent over the knucklebones, making it difficult to read his expression. But it did not really matter. Whether or not Hvam had been making a point, it was true. He needed to find a way to earn a living again.

He felt grateful to Hvam and Yeda for the warm welcome they had given his family. His cousin and his wife had taken them in, provided food and a place to sleep, and never once indicated that they might be a burden. But Driom chafed at relying on another man to provide for his family. It was a constant irritation to him, like having a piece of food caught between his teeth.

“You may be right,” Driom said. “It’s probably time to give up on fishing for now and look for something else. At least then I wouldn’t have to go around seeing all the destroyed villages. It’s a sad sight. Just nothing left. No houses, no boats, not even many trees. But I did learn one thing today.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“Agamun, you might be interested in this.”

Agamun looked up from the stick of wood he was carving, and Nartab, who was playing a string game in a corner, also glanced up expectantly.

“You were wondering what caused the big waves. Now we know.”

They all stared at Driom. 

“We know?” echoed Agamun, who was lounging on the floor, leaning against a pillar. He put down his knife and gave his father a questioning look.

“Well, we can make a pretty good guess, anyway,” Driom said.

Everyone waited for him to explain. 

“Well, Cousin?” Hvam finally said. “Are you going to tell us what you know, or just keep us in suspense?”

A corner of Driom’s mouth twitched. “Keep you in suspense, of course.” He turned his gaze back to Agamun. “What do you know about Thera?” he asked his son.

A confused frown flitted across
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