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The Osteria Chronicles

Hundreds of years ago, North America experienced The Disaster. In what was once the Northwest, the survivors built a new world, Osteria, which was then divided into twelve city-states.

To this world came the gods formerly worshipped by the Ancient Greeks. The gods have not changed—they are still powerful, petty, and consumed with rivalries and jealousy.

And as before, the gods do not play fairly with those they despise.
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CHAPTER ONE

Hector

ONE MONTH PREVIOUS

"I still don’t see why you gave in to the Areans," I tell my father. I try to keep my tone from sounding harsh, but his pacifism has put all of Demos at risk. "If you had let me call in my forces they could have kept Aryana at bay. We could have held Troy until we had time to send word to the other poli to bring in reinforcements." 

You lost our capital, you lost Troy, I want to scream, but I bite back the words. I attempt to burn off some of my frustration by pacing my father’s study from the sprawling window that overlooks the verdant hills in the north, to the room’s far wall lined with soaring shelves of books. The motion of my legs does nothing but churn up more bile. I stop beside my father, my breath shaking, my mind struggling to understand what he has done.

"Nothing changes, my son. We will still rule Demos." He points to the document on his desk. "The Council understands."

I cursed that piece of parchment the moment I saw it. How could he have ever signed the damned thing? Did Demeter — our own patron goddess — stay his hand, dry up the ink, snap the quill? No. And now, provided that my father doesn’t take up arms against them, provided he doesn’t ask for help from the other poli of Osteria, provided he rolls over like a submissive dog to these warmongering bastards, the Arean commander will allow my father to remain in the palace and continue to call himself King of Demos. 

This should have sent the other poli rushing to our defense. All my father had to do was send one tiny hint that he wanted their help and they would have ridden in to stand with us against the Areans. But, once the document was signed, my father sent a letter to the Osteria Council telling them not to interfere, that all was under control. To no one’s surprise, the Council put up no argument and raised no questions. After all, when have they ever looked deeper into anything that might require them to make an effort and not a profit?

"Do you not see the Council is corrupt?" I blurt. "They think of nothing but themselves. They’ll allow Aryana in, watch Troy crumble, and then pick at Demos until it’s pulled to shreds. Our only hope is to contact the poli directly."

"No, the Areans are protecting us. Look at how well they defended their own borders until they selected a new leader. First Pelias dies so wretchedly, then Pasiphae suffered those horrible burns. After she had to abandon her post to recuperate, there was no true ruler of the Aryana polis. Without a leader, anything might have happened. But thanks to Telamon and the strength of the Arean vigiles he commanded, the polis was saved from any trouble and now Aryana is stable. It could have turned out terribly if he hadn’t taken charge. A polis without a leader is always in a very precarious position."

"We have a leader!" I shout and pound my fist on the desk, unable to contain my rage any longer. My father jumps back. I hunch over, staring at the document while taking a deep breath. I shouldn’t raise my voice to my father. He’s a fair man, an unsuspecting man, and this blinds him to see only the good in others. I stand up straight, turn to him with head lowered, and take his hands, noticing not for the first time the spread of age spots across them. "Sometimes I think you are the only honest man on the Council."

With the recent deaths of Pelias, Eury, and Aeson, and the fleeing of Pasiphae, the Osteria Council has only a few sitting members left, including my father, Cassiopeia of Vancuse, Acrisius of Astoria, and Menelaus and Agamemnon, the co-representatives of Seattica. The vacant positions should have been filled by Iolalus, Theseus, and Jason, to name a few, but my generation has such a foul taste in our mouths from the heavy and greedy hand the Osteria Council has wielded over the past few years, none of us wants to join it. It’s as if we hope the group will just fall apart, collapse in on itself and go away. But our inaction has backfired, leaving the Council in the hands of the most avaricious and most corrupt members. 

Now, as if fortifying themselves, these remaining members — barring my father, Priam — have assumed the empty seats and consolidated their power, declaring these five are the Osteria Council and have the right to make decisions for the other poli. How my father has remained a member, how he hasn’t been voted off by proxy is beyond me, but as this document proves, he has no true power. In fact, he has effectively signed away our polis to the Areans.

"You will be with me when I meet with the Arean commander," my father says in a tone that is both pleading and cajoling. "You can see in the document that this is just a temporary measure until we recover from our recent troubles. With Demeter so unresponsive lately, I just want to make sure Demos is safe. You know how important the grain supply is."

Yes, and I also know that whoever controls that grain supply has the rest of Osteria under his or her thumb. Sure, a few other poli grow grain, but not in the quantities needed to keep all of Osteria fed. There is so much power in my father’s hands and I wonder if he even realizes it. If he decided to do so, he could demand ten times the price for grain that he now receives, or he could cut off the supply altogether until the other eleven poli submitted to whatever demands he dreamed up. 

This is why it’s good that the gods have put an honest man whose only ambition is to please and placate others on the Demosian throne. Or was good until that desire to please others led to his signing this damn document that puts Demos under Arean rule. And everyone — except my father, apparently — knows that Aryana rules with a tyrant’s stony fist. What will they do with full power over what amounts to the lives of all Osterians? Starvation can be a strong motivation to submit to the rule of dictators. 

As for this occupation being temporary, my father trusts too much. It took me only the briefest perusal to see that no date has been spelled out for when the Areans promise to leave. There’s only a vague clause that they will depart Demos once the grain supply is "secure" without exactly defining the terms of what that means.

Before I can bring any of this up, there’s a loud knock on the door and a young servant pokes his head in. "Sirs, the Arean—"

A massive hand clamps down on his shoulder and pulls him aside. In walks a man so huge he has to duck to pass through the study’s doorway which is nearly as wide as his hulking frame. From his bushy, pale eyebrows, I would guess that he would have thick, blonde hair, but, as is the Arean fashion, his hair has been shaved down to stubble to reveal a bulbous scalp. 

"We’re expected." His booming voice sends the servant scuttling away. 

My father stands and moves around to the front of his desk. I can feel the tension in my face, but my father offers only welcoming smiles to the intruder. "Greetings, Telamon."

The big man gives a curt nod without breaking his stride. Behind him follow three other Arean vigiles. They too have shorn heads on thick necks. Their bodies are lean as if fat doesn’t dare adhere to their fiercely defined muscles. I’ve heard in their first and most strenuous year of training the Areans are allowed to only eat once a day. A small portion of meat and porridge. If any of them complain of hunger or collapse from lack of energy, they are ridiculed, taunted, and shamed as a tube is shoved down their throats and they’re force fed until they die. 

Leaving my father standing, the commander takes my father’s seat behind the big oak desk. I flinch, wanting to shove him out of my father’s place, but his men fall in behind him, standing rigid with their hands clasped behind their backs. 

Unlike the dull, functional armor the vigiles of Aryana wear in battle, these men have donned highly polished breastplates with the crossed arrow symbol of their polis. Wearing these breastplates is a sign of respect, but seeing anything Arean in this, the room from which my ancestors have and my father should rule, makes my gut churn. As befits a ceremonial vigile outfit, they wear no swords, only small daggers at their calves. Still, these brutes don’t need steel to carry an air of menace. I have no doubt they could snap a man’s neck faster than they could draw a sword.

Telamon gestures for my father to sit in one of the plain wooden chairs in front of the desk. I cringe to see my father, King of Demos, shuffle into the seat without complaint. Before I can be told what to do, I take a position to stand behind my father. Telamon fixes his icy blue eyes on mine. Accepting the challenge, I don’t look away.

"You are Hector." The way Telamon says this is like a command, as if if my name weren’t Hector, he was now ordering it to be so. I give a single nod of my head. "Your men fought us when we tried to enter the walls of Troy."

"Hector, is this true?" my father asks, turning in his seat to look at me in disbelief. "The document offers them peaceful entry."

"This is Troy, our capital. This is Demos, our polis. Neither belong to Aryana." I lock eyes with Telamon. "Arean troops don’t belong here, so yes, I ordered my men to fight. To drive yours back. And I will continue to do so until you leave."

"We have an agreement that Demos will—" He pauses for a moment, tents his hands in front of him while tapping his index fingers together. He then smirks and points the fingers at me as he finds the right word, "—host us."

"Does your definition of hosting include allowing you to slaughter our livestock, raid our temples, and rape Demosian women? To me, that’s an invasion. So, yes, I commanded my troops to protect my people from our ‘guests’."

The commander puts on an apologetic grin. "Sometimes men get out of hand. It must have been a rogue group."

"A rogue group that is now shut down." I don’t add that this had been some of the hardest fighting my men had ever seen. We had twice their numbers, but the Areans fought like madmen. I lost half my vigiles before the Areans fell back. 

"That was a group of new recruits. This supposed battle you fought was merely part of their training," Telamon says with the same chuckle you’d give a toddler who thinks he’s built a castle after stacking only two wooden blocks. I understand his meaning immediately. Had we been facing fully-fledged Arean vigiles none of my men would have survived the skirmish. "But we have no need for this anymore. We have an agreement. Demos is under our protection. Your men now fight for us."

"I will continue to fight against, not with your troops if they continue to act like Middish raiders."

"I don’t think so," he says coldly, all his mocking humor gone. "Why don’t you look out the window. There’s a lovely view I hear."

I don’t know what his point is. He has to know I’ve seen the view of the northern hills nearly every day of my life, but his tone wipes away any challenge I might make. I step over and, keeping my body angled so I can still watch him and his men out of the corner of my eye, I glance out the window. 

My heart stops.

In the courtyard below are a group of four Arean guards. One has the tip of his dagger touching the waist of my wife Cassandra. Another looms behind her with his hands on her shoulders, menacingly close to her slim neck. 

"What is this?"

"Since you don’t seem to understand the terms of the document your father signed, I thought this might persuade you to adhere to our agreement a bit better."

My father moves to get up to see what I am looking at, but I order him to stay seated. He doesn’t argue and plunks back down onto the chair.

"I’m sure my son understands what’s expected of him," he says.

"I’m sure he does," Telamon agrees, grinning as if he would eat my father with his morning gruel if the chance came. "You will fight with us from now on. If not, my men would love to sample the fruit down there. Is that understood?"

"I understand," I reply reluctantly. I will fight with them, but I do not have to fight with my whole heart. The men march Cassandra out of my view. I swear to Demeter I will give up anything — my life, my honor, my polis — to keep her safe.

"Good. Now, Priam, you have another son. Where is he?"

Damn. Paris has been gone from Troy so long I hadn’t even given him a second thought. If he has room for anything in his head other than his pining love for his latest conquest he will listen to news of what’s happening here and stay away.

"I believe he’s in Vancuse at the moment, waiting to attend a wedding," my father replies. "He will be home soon after."

"Then I hope to greet him on his homecoming," Telamon says with a hungry grin.

For the second time in less than a few moments my heart sinks. Paris had eyes only for Helen when he left. He had told me she was promised to him by the gods — which god would make such a promise, I have no idea — but Helen is supposedly marrying Menelaus. With her father stipulating that her suitors band together if any of them issues a call to war, I can only hope Paris doesn’t do something stupid at the wedding. 

I stop my thoughts and chide myself. Even Paris wouldn’t be that foolish.




















CHAPTER TWO

Agamemnon

"HOW COULD SHE? At our wedding?" My brother's voice pitches high with distress as he drops down, head in hands, on the edge of the bed in which he was meant to fully claim Helen of Vancuse as his wife.

"I should've known," I say with false sincerity. "Paris should never have been invited."

Menelaus’s head jerks up. His red-rimmed eyes are juicy with fat, feminine tears. Pathetic.

"You told me— No, you made me invite him."

"I thought he was more honorable than this." 

I thought nothing of the sort. I’d heard it from her own maid’s lips that Helen would leave with Paris as soon as the chance came. Although I have to admit I thought she'd at least have granted my brother the courtesy of a round of bedsport for their wedding night. But to leave him in the midst of the reception? I turn my back on my brother, pretending to gaze out the window to hide my grin. I almost have to admire her gall. 

Despite my brother’s obvious misery, I can’t help but buzz with a sense of triumph. Helen may not have given my brother what he wanted, but she’s more than satisfied me. Thanks to the treaty Tyndareus made us sign, if Menelaus chooses to do his duty and defend his honor, he’ll have most of Osteria’s vigiles behind him. Clearly, he’ll be too distraught to lead, so, as his caring and devoted brother, I will step in to take the burden of command off his weary shoulders. And it’s my name that will earn glory in this battle.

"What am I to do?" Menelaus asks. "They all think I'm up here bedding her. Should I go back down looking satisfied and boasting of plowing Vancusian fields with Seattican seed?"

I glance over my shoulder and arch a skeptical eyebrow.

"Is that really what you planned to say?"

"No, of course not," my brother says, his eyes darting guiltily away. He would have. He’s probably been dreaming of saying that ever since Helen realized none of Osteria’s dashing heroes wanted her, gave up trying to change her father’s mind about her contract to wed anyone other than Paris of Demos, and finally betrothed herself to my brother — the least favored of all her suitors. 

After their hands had been bound, the words spoken over the marriage cloth, and the celebrations gotten well underway, Helen extracted herself from my brother’s loving grip with excuses that she needed the water closet. She left the table, left the banquet hall, and apparently left the city. When, over an hour later, she still hadn't returned, teasing began that Helen must be in bed waiting for her groom, and that Menelaus better get to his wife before she fell asleep. Some even advised him to take her anyway, that he deserved a joyful wedding night after waiting so long for it.

Menelaus, uncomfortable with such crude words being spoken about the love of his life, laughed awkwardly, and made his goodbyes. I trailed after him, playing the part of witness, but knowing very well that my brother's loins were going to remain without satisfaction.

The marital room, filled with white and pink flowers, had a sprawling bed decorated with sheer white and silver bed hangings. Menelaus had grinned at me and I tipped my head encouragingly toward the bed. My heart must have been pounding as hard as his when he gripped the hangings and whisked them apart. 

As a piece of folded parchment fluttered to the floor, my brother stood there, dumbfounded and devastated to find the bed empty. When I stooped down to pick up the letter and saw Helen’s proud handwriting, I swear I almost shouted out my praises to the Twelve. But I composed my face into something resembling sympathy and handed him the note.

"I can’t," he said, signaling me to remove the thing from his sight. "You read it."

I opened it. I had to turn my back to him to hide the smile on my face. "She’s gone with Paris."

My brother had groaned, then leapt up and yanked the message from my hand. He couldn’t have scanned more than the first line before he dropped back onto the bed and bemoaned his fate.

"You can't let this slide. You can’t just sit there and let him do this to you," I now say, picking up the note he’d let fall to the floor in his despair.

"What’s the point in going after her? She doesn't want me. I should've realized that long ago."

"Not her. You don't need her. There's probably a dozen women downstairs right now who would bed you. I'm talking about taking action. The Prince of Demos has insulted you, he has stolen from you. You have the right to call him out. And not just you. This won’t just be a matter of fighting for the honor of Seattica. It will be for the honor of all Osterians."

"All Osterians?" he asks doubtfully. 

"You have Tyndareus’s treaty behind you, remember?"

"The treaty?"

Dear gods on Olympus! Has my brother paid attention to anything that wasn’t Helen in these past months?

"Yes, the treaty we suitors signed. The treaty Odysseus suggested to Helen’s father to keep her suitors from turning Vancuse City into a fighting den," I say as if speaking to a dimwitted seven-year-old. "It says that if any of us goes to war with just cause, that the other suitors and the vigiles they command are required to join us. It was meant to keep us from fighting one other while we were trying to win Helen’s hand."

"But that treaty was null once she picked one of us, wasn’t it?"

"The treaty ends only once the wedding is complete. Since your marriage hasn't been consummated, you are not truly wed under Osterian law. The treaty is still valid."

The scent of roses swirls around me as I pace back and forth across the room, too excited to remain still. This is happening. It’s really happening.

"Go to war with Demos? But the Areans are there."

"Yes, but Demos hasn't called for help. That either means they have sided with the Areans or have been invaded and can’t get word out. Look at it this way. We, I mean you, get your revenge by bringing a battle to Demos. You fight Paris for your wife and, since we’ll have at least six legions with us, we can use them to take down the Areans and save Demos — or punish Demos if it turns out they have allied themselves with Aryana. You will get Helen and we will be heroes." 

More like I will be the hero. I plan to keep my brother away from fighting anyone except perhaps Paris. Possession of Helen is the only prize he wants anyway. I will be the one who led scores of men, I will be the one who fought bravely. It will be my name on everyone’s lips as the greatest hero of Osteria. Once I win this battle, all the praise and all the spoils, Demos included, will be mine. After that, nothing will stand in my way. 

The first order of business, of course, will be to push my brother from his place as co-ruler of Seattica. He’s no leader; he hasn’t the devious mind for it. As soon as I’m the sole representative for my polis, I’ll claim my place at the head of the Osteria Council, then it will only be a matter of time before I bring all of Osteria under my rule.

"I don't know," Menelaus says, interrupting my dreams of absolute power. "If Helen wants Paris maybe I should give up."

"You would let our Seattican name be insulted?" I say, scolding him with my tone of incredulity. "You would let a promise, your own wedding vows made before the gods, be broken without repercussion?"

"No, I—" As his head tilts up, I tame the thrill I feel brightening my face. By the time he meets my eyes, I’ve donned a reassuring, knowledgable air. He sighs and in that single breath of air, I know he’s conceded. He will declare war on Demos. I have to bite my tongue to hold back a whoop of joy. "If you think it's for the best."

I sit on the bed next to him and put my arm around his burly shoulder. "It's what you deserve."

"Then I suppose we can make the announcement in the morning."

"Most of the suitors are downstairs already. We should make the call to arms tonight, as well as send out the call to anyone not attending. You’ll see, by the end of the week, you’ll have the backing of so many men, the very rumble of their marching feet will crumble the walls of Troy. Now, come on," I urge, leaping from the bed, ready to act. Ready to fight. If only Demos was closer, I would attack tonight. "The sooner the better. Once you make the call, you can get blazingly drunk."

Menelaus remains seated on the bed with his shoulders slumped as he absent-mindedly fiddles with a rose petal.

"You do it. I can't bear facing them."

"No," I say sternly and tug his arm to pull him from the plush bed. "You get down there. You show them the pain Demos has caused you."

"Technically, it's Vancuse that's caused it. Helen was as much a part of this as Paris."

"I suppose, but Nestie would kill me if I declared war on her polis." A sudden wave of relief at getting away from my wife washes over me. Another benefit of war. It just gets better and better. "Besides, it's Demos’s prince who has ruined your dreams, torn your heart from your chest, kidnapped your wife. He’s brought war upon his polis."

Menelaus holds up the letter. "She went willingly."

"Yes, but they don't need to know that." I grab the letter back from him and tear it to shreds. "Now, let's go start a war."




















CHAPTER THREE

Helen

I ACHE FROM riding. If I never see a horse again it will be too soon. The exhilaration of escaping my marriage right under Menelaus’s nose left me immune to my sore muscles that first evening as Paris and I rode until almost dawn then took our pleasure under the fading stars. But by the third evening, the thrill could not overpower the absolute agony in my butt and legs. Truly, I think my lower extremities might be permanently damaged. I may never walk with straight legs again.

By the time the walls surrounding Troy, the capital of the polis of Demos, appeared on the horizon, Paris had described every splendorous detail of his home. But I didn’t care. Demos’s palace could have been a satyr’s shack as long as it had a clean bed, a soaking tub, and no horses to mount in the morning. 

Now, as we trot up to the supposedly unbreachable walls of Troy, I can get no sense of what lies beyond them. From Paris’s descriptions, I know the palace is positioned at the front of the walled city, with the front wall serving as part of the palace itself. Within the walls is a thriving city complete with residences, markets, stables, workshops, and more. Having grown up in Vancuse City where we have no walls to confine us, I couldn’t fathom how cramped it must feel inside when Paris described it. But now, as I see for myself how far the walls extend, how much land they surround, I’m struck with just how vast the city inside must be. 

As we near the main gate, we come to a semi-circle of large stones spaced wide enough to allow three people walking side by side to pass between them, but not wide enough for a standard-sized cart to pass. Demosian carts, I’ve been told, are specially designed to fit through this barrier. The stones extend perhaps fifty paces from the main gate, which is situated under a large portico. Paris tells me there’s a secret door in this portico that leads straight up to the palace. The door had been designed to provide a quick escape from unwanted visitors. Peering up now, I see vigiles stationed on the wall with their eyes and arrows trained on us. Paris stops his horse at the stone barrier.

"We dismount here, then walk the horses up to the gate."

I nod and wince as I shift ungracefully off my saddle. Being off the horse gives no relief. With misery thrumming through my backside, there’s simply no comfortable way to sit, stand, or walk any longer. The guards on the wall and at the gate continue to stare and my skin prickles under their scrutiny. My eyes dart to other sections of the massive stone structure. It’s built of rust-colored stone and must be as wide as any walkway in Vancuse City because, at its top, people stroll along two or three abreast completely oblivious to my discomfort.

"There’s the palace," Paris says and points to the right of the main gate. Standing taller than the walls is a building made of the same reddish stone. There’s crenellations on the roof and it appears the wall provides a sort of patio or viewing platform from the second story. Distracted by the sight of someone storming away from the wall’s edge and into the palace, my stomach jolts and my head jerks to attention when the gate guard barks at us to halt.

Before us, hulking behind the barred gate, looms a man so big I swear he takes up nearly the entire portico. His head is shaved to a dark stubble and he’s dressed in a plain breastplate, but wears the olive green tunic favored by the Areans. 

Areans? What are Areans doing in Demos? I squeeze Paris’s hand, tugging him back. My mind racing with the thought that we should get back on our horses and get away from here.

"Who are you?" Paris asks the guard who now has his meaty hand resting on the hilt of his sword.

"I’d ask you the same thing," the man says with a harsh grin.

"I’m Paris, Prince of Demos, and I demand you let me into my city."

The guard’s dark eyes scrutinize Paris, then fix on me. "Maybe a little toll might get you in quicker." He licks his cracked lips and reaches his thick hand toward me.

Paris starts to protest when a man’s voice commands the guard to stand aside. In the darkness of the gateway, I can’t make him out at first, but as he steps forward into the light, my heart catches. He’s as strikingly handsome as Paris, but unlike Paris’s lithe frame and floppy locks, this man has an athletic build and closely trimmed hair. He’s older than Paris, not by much, but there’s a mature air about him Paris has never shown. 

I don’t need any introductions. This is Hector, Heir to Demos, husband of Cassandra, and brother to Paris. If only he hadn't already been married when my father drew up my list of suitors, I'd have tossed his brother aside in a heartbeat to wed Hector. Even scowling at us, he looks delicious.

"Let them through," Hector says. 

After some disgruntled mumbling, the Arean pulls open the gate just enough to let us and our horses squeeze through. The moment we pass from under the chilly gateway, we emerge on a broad plaza. Although Arean vigiles stand at regular intervals along the edges of the square, Troy spreads before us and I’m surprised at how open the city feels even with the walls. 

Hector calls a girl over and tells her to take our horses to the palace stables, then passes her a handful of drachars that she quickly tucks into a fold in the blue apron she wears over her cream-colored tunic.

"What's going on here?" Paris asks. "Why are there Areans?" He whispers as he casts furtive glances at the bulky men glowering at the Demosians going about their daily lives.

"Because Father let them in rather than fight. And now your stupidity will likely bring the rest of Osteria down upon us when we need their help the most. The polis of Demos is going to fall because of you."

Hector pays no mind to my limping gait as he marches us toward the towering palace. Before I can even take time to admire the façade that’s decorated with carvings of wheat sheafs, we pass by a pair of guards at the entrance, then we’re hurried up a stairway. After being marched down a broad hallway, Hector abruptly stops at a closed door. He whips around and curtly addresses Paris. 

"Father’s in here. He’s been through a lot, so don’t add to his worries."

"I should really clean up before meeting him," I protest.

"No one cares about how you look," Hector says, his words coming out like a curse as he ushers us into a room that has one wall lined with books and another wall that is nearly all window and has a view of hills in the distance. Centered in between sits a wrinkled old man at a desk. I recognize Priam in a heartbeat and a sudden sense of shame hits me. From my father’s reports I know this man is meek, but he’s also the only person on the Osteria Council who tries to use the Council to help others, not for his own gain. Now he might be facing war on two fronts. And one of those is thanks to me.

"Sit," he says. "You must be tired."

The last thing I want to do is sit on the cushionless, wooden chair, but I ease myself into the seat. As I try to hide my grimace, I notice Hector biting back his amusement at my suffering.

"Father," Paris says proudly, "this is Helen of Vancuse."

"So I gathered. Boy, tell me, why have you done this? I know I've indulged you, given you anything you wanted, but you can't think this is something I approve of. Kidnapping the wife of anyone, low or high born, is not right."

"I wasn't kidnapped," I say. "I went freely. I'm as much to blame as Paris." My lover squeezes my hand, but I ease it from his grasp. "I didn’t think ahead to where that might lead."

"There’s an understatement," Hector mutters. Priam passes him a scolding look.

"Nevertheless, Hermes has delivered news that Menelaus made the announcement that he will wage war on Demos for this affront to his honor. He has raised the forces your father’s treaty promised him. Whether it was your intention or not, Osteria is about to fight us."

"We will win," boasts Paris. "We will beat Menelaus’s forces and then we’ll push out the Areans." 

Hector makes a derisive snort before saying, "You’ve been away for how long and you think that’s how this will play out? The Areans would welcome a fight against the other Osterians with open arms. It’s what they live for. But we won’t be rid of them. We have to do what the Areans ask us or else—" A look of pain crosses Hector’s face. He continues with less force behind his words. "We have agreed to fight with the Areans, not against them. And if we engage in battle against the other poli, we would have to fight our friends. I can't do that in good conscience. You need to take her back. Say it was just a joke and maybe we can focus our attention on outwitting the Areans." 

"I will not. Besides, we have the gods on our side," Paris says confidently.

"How?" Priam asks.

"They promised me Helen." Again he reaches for my hand and I let him take it, although the intimacy feels awkward in the face of Hector’s judgmental stare.

"Explain this. When did Demeter grant you Helen?" Priam asks with true curiosity. "She certainly hasn’t been responding to my requests for help or counsel."

"Not Demeter," Paris replies. "Aphrodite. At Jason and Medea’s wedding there was a game. A golden apple was to be given to the most beautiful of the goddesses present."

"Which goddesses?" Hector asks skeptically.

"Athena, Aphrodite, and Hera."

"Please tell me this ends with you giving it to Hera, and Aphrodite granting you Helen for your wisdom." 

"Of course not. Everyone knows Aphrodite is the most beautiful and she’s the one who promised me the best reward."

I’m really beginning to take offense at being spoken of as a token in the gods’ game of life. Once again I pull my hand away from Paris’s.

"You idiot." Hector hangs his head, shaking it in disbelief. "And did Athena give you any backing in this?"

"No, just Aphrodite. She even encouraged me to get Helen away from Menelaus when I thought all was lost."

"Just Aphrodite." Hector stares at his brother. His face tenses and reddens, then his jaw trembles as he shouts, "Just Aphrodite? You think the gods back you in this when only one of them has tricked you into this idiocy that now has all of Demos, including my wife, on a knife’s edge of destruction? No wonder Demeter wants nothing to do with us. And Hera? How could you go against the goddess who’s more than happy to punish those who annoy her?"

I stare at my lap. I had no idea about any of this. A sense of shame and embarrassment at my foolishness overwhelms the physical pain from four days of hard riding.

"Helen was all I’ve ever truly wanted. Aphrodite let me have her and Aphrodite will be on our side."

"Then we must hope your goddess still favors you," says Priam. I glance up from under my lashes to see a knowing look in his eyes.

"You just better hope she can sway some other gods to ally with her in this," Hector snaps, then marches out of the room.




















CHAPTER FOUR

Odysseus

I SLIP OUT of the banquet hall as soon as Menelaus makes his announcement. What an idiot. I’ll be the first to admit that Helen is gorgeous and she has her charms, but she’s nothing to start a war over. And Agamemnon? Standing behind his brother with that smug grin on his face. I’d bet all the drachars in Osteria that he goaded Menelaus into this. A whole war over one woman. 

I don’t know the Seattican brothers well, but I do know Menelaus is not the warmongering sort. Agamemnon, however. What does he hope to gain from this? It’s certainly not to bolster his brother’s reputation or honor or whatever it was he started blathering about after Menelaus made the official call to arms and invoked Tyndareus’s treaty. After that, I couldn’t stay a moment longer. 

Damn my interference! The treaty I’d suggested to Tyndareus was meant to keep the peace in Vancuse City, not start an Osterian-wide war. Perhaps better heads will see reason, I mutter as I guide my horse out of the stables, taking advantage of the late summer twilight to head south and find Achilles. 

 And damn Agamemnon for cornering me into this mission. 

Does he really believe the lazy, arrogant Achilles is going to help him win this campaign? Fool. At the very hint of a war starting up, Achilles had fled. If that’s the kind of warrior Agamemnon wants on his side, then he’s already lost this battle.

Still, I tell myself as the horse trots along the Osterian Road, this task should be simple enough and it will protect Jason. Achilles may be missing, but he rarely stretches his legs farther than Chiron’s Fields. Chiron has to know where the golden boy has gone. I mean, Chiron knows everything, right? 

So, I figure I have a few days of riding to get Achilles, another few days to drag him back to Agamemnon, then, as soon as that chore is done, Agamemnon will drop his threats to bring Jason in for blood crime against Medea. The task is an inconvenience, but at least it will clear my cousin’s name. He will be safe from punishment, and I can go home where I hope Penelope will one day appear.

With the fine weather of late summer, it’s a pleasant journey from Vancuse to Chiron's Fields. There’s a sense of hopeful anticipation that I might cross paths with Penelope, that somehow my wife and I are on the same road at the same time, that I’ll accidentally overtake her, catch my mistake, then turn around and she’ll leap into my arms. This dream also adds speed to my trip since every time I see someone traveling in the distance, I urge my horse forward to catch up to them. Unfortunately, although my horse loves breaking into a full gallop, I’m left disappointed each time. I may be gaining ground with these bursts, but I’m still left with too much time to think. 

Why didn’t I pull Iolalus away from the wedding party? He could have at least found something to chatter about to keep my mind off my worries. Worries such as why was Penelope ignoring my letters? Could she be having second thoughts? Could she have finally agreed with her mother’s disapproval of marrying a bastard? Could she right now be finding ways to annul our marriage contract? She comes from a powerful family, but what can she hope to gain from being my wife? 

Even though my cousin is king of Illamos Valley, my illegitimacy means I can’t inherit the title. And, although the problems with Medea have aged him, Jason is young and will likely live for many more decades — assuming, of course that I can find Achilles, get him to join Agamemnon’s forces, and thereby keep Jason from being sent under for Medea’s murder. Other than the house I have built for her, Penelope stands to gain nothing from having married me and, as her mother likes to remind her, has actually lowered her status by becoming my wife. If on her travels she has met someone with higher status, with wealth, with power—

I shake my head of such notions. Penelope is not a finicky, changeable woman like her cousin Helen, and she’s not a power seeker like her other cousin, Clytemnestra. But why does she not write me? Why do I only learn where she’s at from other people’s gossip? Why does she not at least respond to my letters? Why can she not be honest with me if we’re through? The painful thoughts circle round and round like vultures waiting to peck at my peace of mind, and the only way I'm able to fend them off is by thinking of Agamemnon's request.

He will have his war. But I wonder if he will get what he wants from it. Even though the Areans have invaded Demos, Priam is not fighting back. I even hear that Hector, after his initial attempts to defend his city, has fallen in line with his father and is doing nothing to thwart their occupiers. So will the Demosians rise to the bait of Agamemnon’s war to reclaim the Seattican honor? I hope not. I hope this matter can be resolved peacefully between Menelaus, Paris, and Helen. They are the only ones truly involved. Agamemnon is a meddling idiot.

* * *

After four days of easy riding, I enter the forest that Chiron’s Fields sit at the heart of. It’s only then that I wonder if Briseis will be still be there. She teaches at Chiron’s school for noble-born children and remained when Jason left to avenge the death of his children. Now that Jason has finished his grisly business in Colchis, will he have made it back here to collect Briseis? Will he finally begin the happy life he deserves? I sincerely hope so. 

Not long after midday, I enter a clearing that gives onto a broad, grassy meadow that’s still dotted with the reds, yellows, and blues of summer wildflowers, but the trees beyond are beginning to don their fall colors. At the edge of the meadow are cottages of varying sizes — the smaller ones are homes for teachers, while the larger ones serve as classrooms. At the head of the clearing is a mid-sized cottage with a door wide and tall enough to allow a centaur to pass through. The Fields are quiet except for the confident hum of teachers instructing their pupils within the classrooms. 

I dismount, as is proper when visiting a centaur. They don’t mind if we ride horses in battle or for transport, but it’s considered rude to remain on horseback when engaged in casual conversation. As I walk toward Chiron’s wood-framed home, a sudden bout of arguing echoes across the area from the direction of Briseis’s cottage. 

I glance over, expecting to see Jason by Briseis’s side, but instead it’s Thetis, Achilles’s overprotective mother, shouting and shaking a fist at Briseis whose face is red, but who’s clearly making an effort to restrain herself. I start to head over, but a cold glare from Thetis freezes me in place. Briseis’s strength in confronting this feisty woman impresses me beyond measure. I’m not ashamed to say that Thetis frightens me. She may only be a nymph, but her divine status makes her a force to be feared, especially when it comes to safeguarding her son. 

I honestly don't know why she’s so protective of him. Her biggest boast is that he, like herself, is immortal, and that, with Aphrodite as her witness, she made him so soon after he was born. If Achilles is immortal, then why not let him do as he pleases? The protection of a mother bear for her cubs is nothing compared to that of Thetis for her Achilles.

The argument heats up again as I continue toward the opposite end of the field. I leave my horse to graze and knock on Chiron’s door. Like any centaur, he moves gracefully, but I can still hear the light click of his hooves on the wood flooring before he slides open the door. Before I can greet him he looks over to the two women and rolls his eyes.

"They’ve been going on like that for a week now. Come in. Have you had word from your cousin?"

My heart sinks with disappointment that Jason hasn’t returned. "He’s taken care of Medea," I say.

"Taken care of. Yes, that’s a very politic way of wording it. I keep hoping to see him riding in. I know Briseis does too. But I would have thought you’d have gone back to Salemnos by now."

"That’s what I came to talk to you about. Agamemnon sent me to collect Achilles."

"Then you’ve made a pointless journey. He’s not here and I have no idea where he is. Sit down, you look exhausted." He pours a cup of wine and produces a plate of oatcakes and fruit from a side table. The sight of the food erodes the annoyance of Achilles’s absence. I honestly didn’t realize how hungry I am until I take the first bite of one of the apples. "No one can find him. It's as if Thetis made him invisible." I'm about ready to ask when Chiron raises a hand to halt me. "No, she can't do that. But why does Agamemnon want him?"

"I imagine it’s for the war he’s started. You know the prophecy."

"Prophecy," Chiron scoffs. "Conjecture, wishful thinking, that’s all prophecy is. Just like whoever owns the pelt of Nephele will one day rule Osteria." Without thinking, I glance out the window to my horse. The satchel that contains the pelt — and another week’s worth of hard bread and dried meat — hangs from my saddle like any other travel bag. "If it were true about the pelt, Aeetes would have had us all under his maniacal thumb years ago. But I suppose you’re talking about the prophecy that claims Achilles will forever be known as the best fighter in all of Osteria."

I nod and my stomach rumbles as if welcoming the food that’s just arrived. "I’ve never even seen him pick up a sword, let alone swing one. He might be the biggest braggart in Osteria, but I just can't believe any rumor that claims he’ll be Osteria’s most renowned warrior."

"Did you want the title for yourself?" Chiron teases.

"I’m an average fighter. The only reason I’m allowed to command troops is because I’m clever. But really, have you ever witnessed Achilles fight? Truly fight against someone who wants him dead?"

Chiron shakes his head. "I’ve seen him practice. Against your cousin he's quite good. And Jason is very skilled with the sword."

"Still, that’s only play. He has no battle training and Agamemnon wants him for this war against Demos. Demos, which is now in the hands of Areans. An untrained and untested brat against an Arean? He’ll be dead in two heartbeats."

"Dead in two heartbeats? Please tell me you’re plotting against Thetis," Briseis says as she enters through the open door. Her face is still red from her argument. I hand her my cup of wine and she gulps it down.

"Sorry, not this time," I say and stand to embrace her. 

"Perhaps you two should catch up," Chiron says. "You’re both after the same thing, I think."

I recognize the dismissal. I sorely want to prod Chiron for any advice he might have about how to proceed with Penelope, but at the same time, I’m afraid to ask in case he’s heard news about her that I can’t bear to hear. He gestures for me to take the snacks, so I gather them up and leave with Briseis.

"What was that all about with Thetis?" I ask as we cross the meadow to her cottage.

"I wanted to know where Achilles was. I'm one of his best friends. I deserve to know, but does she see it that way? No. She thinks he should only associate with gods, demigods, and nymphs. She’d prefer he make friends with titans over having anything to do with us mere mortals."

"Did she say actually say that?"

"She said she'd like to see me and Jason as far from her son as possible, and that she’s done exactly that. She said mortals are too dim for her Achilles. She’s even made up some riddle and told me — me, the teacher of how many students here at the most elite school in Osteria? — if I was clever enough to figure it out then maybe, just maybe I was clever enough to be an acquaintance of Achilles. I pity the woman who falls for him and ends up with Thetis for a mother-in-law."

We’ve come to Briseis’s home. It’s smaller than Chiron’s and far less tidy, but with its scattered blankets and disordered piles of books, it’s got a coziness that Chiron’s lacks. Briseis takes the food Chiron had given me and adds some cheese and slices of cooked rabbit haunch to the plate. She then sits down with me at a heavy oak table

"So what’s the riddle?" I ask as she pours us each a cup of her homemade beer.

"I don't know. I’ve always been terrible with them, but I wasn't going to let her know that. After she recited it I just arched an eyebrow and said, ‘It’s so obvious,’ but I think she saw right through my ruse."

"Try to remember." Briseis is a great hunter, a wonderful teacher, and an excellent match for Jason, but at this moment she’s more frustrating than finding my reins in a ball of tangled knots. I want nothing more than to get to Achilles as quickly as possible, deliver him to Agamemnon, and get home to Salemnos.

"Something like, he's where women go but do not leave, where men go but only to seed. Then there was a line about being where beds grown past the walls to not offend the watching queen of them all. Oh, and the last line I remember perfectly. It said, there amongst the weeds and chafe my son will remain safe."

I give a heavy sigh and stare into my cup of beer. "You’re right, it makes no sense." 

"All I can make of it is she’s having Achilles go bury some seed in the Fields. But the only vegetable crops grown here are in the southern part of the meadow. It’s completely open there. Nowhere for Achilles to hide. Could she have sent him off to work on a farm somewhere?"

"That would be too demeaning for her son." 

Briseis nods in agreement and we sit quietly. I expect her to ask about Jason, but perhaps she assumes I’ve had no word from him. I’m glad she doesn’t ask since I don’t know how to explain that he did accomplish what he set out to do when he left here. The fact that he’s committed blood crime is something he should tell her himself. 

As the food and beer fills my belly, the rhyme loops through my head. I want to forget it, give it time to quietly wander around in there until my brain tumbles out an answer, but the nonsensical words won’t stop repeating themselves.

Briseis looks at me and from her look of frustrated concentration, I can guess she’s having the same problem.

"So what does it mean?" she asks. "It sounds like a field or farm, so I thought it was Chiron's Fields, like hiding in plain sight, but I don't think that's right because there's no walls here."

"Yes, I think the mention of walls is a key part."

"Minoa has walls, as does Athenos, most towns in Aryana, Seattica, and Portaceae. And Demos has the most famous walls of Osteria. They can’t be breached is what I’ve heard."

"But Demos is at war, possibly on two fronts. She wouldn’t send him directly into the fray if she’s trying to keep him from it. Plus, Demos has no queen until Hector takes Priam’s throne. Then his wife Cassandra will be queen alongside him. And Portaceae has no queen, neither does Athenos. The only place with walls that has an official queen is Seattica." The thought that I rode all the way here and Achilles might have been in Seattica, just south of where I came from, the whole time is a bitter seasoning to my food and I push my plate away.

"Where do women not leave and men go to seed?" Briseis asks, almost to herself. I have no answer and we fall into silence again.

I force aside the line about the walls. It’s getting me nowhere, so I concentrate on another part of the riddle. Beds grown. I play with the words, almost chewing on them, as if trying to masticate them into something new and digestible. I picture the letters in my head, the sounds of them and then I see it. In old Osterian, a language Thetis would know, grown could be spelled a different way and take on a new meaning: groan. This dances in my head for a moment. Could it be Illamos Valley? Our fertile soil could lead to garden beds groaning with productivity. 

Grown. Beds. Seed. Groaning.

I let out a bark of laughter that startles Briseis.

"A groaning bed," I say with boisterous excitement. "The men aren't going to seed, they're planting their seed. Well, actually I'm sure they’re hoping not to." Briseis looks at me like I’ve gone mad. 

"So we’re back to planting seeds in a field?"

"Not a field. A brothel. Women don't leave because they work there. Men pay to do the activity that normally plants the seed of a baby in a woman," I say awkwardly. "And as they do this the beds groan. Maybe even squeak," I add with a chuckle.

Briseis’s eyes light up, but she still wears a look of confusion. "But Thetis hates mortal women. Why would she want him to be a customer at a whorehouse? And that’s not much of a hiding spot. Any other customer might see him."

She’s right. I plop down into the chair again, defeated when I thought I’d almost won.

"Amongst the weeds my son is safe," I mutter, trying to find meaning in the line that might give me a new clue. Briseis claps her hands together.

"Weeds! It’s a word for dresses. You know, like widow’s weeds. Thetis has him dressed up as a woman." I stare at her. She’s absolutely right.

"A whore?" I ask in disbelief.

"What if someone wants a turn with him?" Briseis, full of her own cleverness, laughs so hard she snorts. Her laughter’s contagious and it feels good to catch it.

"Thetis wouldn't allow it," I say, wiping tears from my eyes and picturing some poor man being shriveled to nothing under the nymph’s withering glare. But my joy is short-lived. "I can't possibly check every brothel in Osteria."

"You don't have to. Just the ones that are beyond walls."

"That narrows it down a bit, but it’ll still take longer than I’d hoped."

Briseis lifts up one of her books, slides out another and opens it to the front page. It’s a map of Osteria and, as she mumbles, "Queen of them all, beyond the wall." She taps her finger on each of the poli, then each the kingdoms, then begins again. 

I can’t concentrate. I feel like I’m trying to pull a strand of hair out of my eyes. The thing being in plain sight, but each time I grope for it, I miss. Briseis’s repetitive tapping and muttering annoys me and I’m about to slap my hand over hers when she stops and says, "Didn't Portaceae build walls to exclude the brothel because Hera didn't like it?"

"Hades’s fiery balls! Briseis, that's it. Hera is the queen of the Twelve. You're a genius!"

Briseis blushes. "Can I get that in writing to show Thetis?"

"Will you go with me to Portaceae? You could get away from her."

She gives me an apologetic smile. "I’d use the excuse that classes have just started up here, but you know I’m waiting around for Jason. I’d hate to be traipsing across Osteria when he tries to find me." She cuts off her words. "Oh, I’m such an idiot. I didn’t mean—"

"No, it’s alright. If Penelope or I would stay put for one another that would be immensely beneficial to our marriage."

"You can stay here, of course. Unless you’re ready to charge off again."

"Not yet. My horse needs a rest. Plus, this beer is amazing."

* * *

The next morning dawns summer bright but with the chill of autumn. I make Briseis promise that when she hears from Jason, she’ll go straight to him and not let him get involved in this scheme of Agamemnon’s. I don’t want him involved in a war and, knowing how much I miss my wife, I don’t want Briseis left behind while my cousin goes off to fight someone else’s battles. I want them together, I want them happy, and, maybe a bit selfishly, I want someone in Salemnos to send me word of Penelope. If she ever shows up, that is.








CHAPTER FIVE

Aphrodite

"SEE HOW EASY that was?" I say as I languidly twirl a finger through the basin of water in which Ares and I have been watching Menelaus issue his call to arms. Thanks to my tiny drops of encouragement in Paris’s ear, I have now given Ares the Osteria-wide war he has longed for. The war both Pelias and Pasiphae failed to give him. Ares will soon have the other poli under his thumb.

"You truly are a wonder." Ares kisses my bare shoulder, sending ripples of excitement through my body. "I can't think of why Pasiphae couldn't manage it."

"Because she tried to use politics to start a fight when all you really need is love." Not that the war Menelaus has declared has anything to do with love. Helen’s betrayal was simply a catalyst for what his brother Agamemnon had already been eager to do. I merely steered Paris’s ship in the right direction. But I would never let Ares know how simple the task was. I dry my finger on a small towel and turn away from the window that looks out over the vast and barren landscape of the Aryana polis to face him. "Now that I’ve given you what you want, what might you give me? What do you have brewing in that head of yours?"

"To be the only god in Osteria."

I arch an eyebrow at him. We’re both ambitious. We both know it’s merely a matter
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