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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

Medea

NOT HERE. PLEASE, not here. 

I grip my belly and double over as another pain sears through me. 

If the gods are real they have a wicked sense of humor.

The air is filled with the all-too-familiar stench of fish that wafts up from Colchis’s walled-in harbor. It’s an odor I should have grown accustomed to after smelling it every single day of my life but I never have. Still, it’s the scent of home. I have to be less than a mile from Colchis Castle. 

After getting so close, after having to scurry from Athenos thanks to that pest Odysseus raising the alarm, after wanting nothing more but to collapse with exhaustion from the masking charm and from the sped-up pregnancy, after having to trek across this rugged terrain not knowing when a vigile might take me by the scruff of the neck and drag me away to the fate of all blood crimers, after getting so close to safety, why must I now be struck down by contractions? Could this child not wait just a little longer to come into the world? 

I want to scream with pain and frustration, but I can’t risk drawing the attention of the centaurs.

The cramping passes. It leaves me weaker than I have ever felt in my life, but I won’t be delayed. If my calculations are right, my father announces the change to his will today. The change that cuts all his ties with me, the change that denies my child his rightful inheritance, the change that allows the first man who betrayed me and the woman he betrayed me with to ascend to the throne that should belong to me and this baby for whom I’ve risked everything.

Suddenly, I’m ripped in two with another contraction. This time I can’t control it. I scream so loudly I swear the sound rushes from my lips all the way to the Califf Lands. I clench the muscles in my groin as if trying not to pee, as if I’ll somehow hold back the tide of infancy trying to break through. I stagger forward. The centaurs will have heard me.

My birthing took so long last time. Hours of agony. Why should this one be different? I just need to keep moving forward. My short, clumsy steps send pain to places deep within my body that only a medic could name. Surely I can get to the castle before— 

I drop to the ground as another contraction tears into me. They’re too close together. Dear gods, why did I speed up this pregnancy? What point was there in it? Because I wanted to have Aegeus’s child before he could name Theseus heir of Athenos. Because I wanted to impress my father by breeding an heir for Colchis. 

Now, I think with a laugh, I may miss out on the chance to have this ball of pain named to his rightful place because he’s in such a hurry to see the world. Panting so hard it makes me dizzy, I force myself to my feet. I continue forward, following the nauseating stench of fish.

The next crushing blow is too much. My legs give out from under me. I collapse to my hands and knees, screeching like a cat whose tail has just been maimed by a cart wheel. I don’t even have the energy to clap a hand over my mouth. 

The centaurs will have heard. No doubt they would love to see me in pain, but what will they do? Will they watch me suffer or will they crush me under hoof? How did Colchis end up with this rogue band of centaurs who refused to follow Chiron’s plan of domestication? And why did we issue a royal decree that allowed Colchians to hunt and torment them? They’re disgusting animals, that’s why. The thought of treating centaurs as equals sends a new wave of nausea through me. 

The next pang comes with a heavy pressure between my legs and, centaurs or no, I howl with the crowning of my child's head. My arms buckle and I fall face first into the layer of conifer needles that coats the Colchian Forest floor. At least the resinous, earthy smell of them is better than the dead-fish reek of the harbor. I breathe it in with my hips stuck up in the air like a bitch in heat. If the centaurs do come, I can’t let them see me like this. I use all my strength to push myself up and into a squatting position. A modest speck of relief washes over me as the pain subsides.

The moment of calm is short-lived as I'm stretched apart until I swear my body is splitting straight up the middle. No royal cushions cradle my newly birthed baby as they did last time. Instead, a bed of moist, decaying fir needles catches the infant as it makes its final slither from my body.

I'm exhausted. My trembling legs can no longer hold the squat. I drop to my knees, waiting for the contraction that will force out the rest of the mess of childbirth. I scoop up my baby. A boy. At least I didn’t go through all this to produce a girl that would be nothing in my father’s eyes. Aeetes has his heir now. I wrap the baby in my cloak to protect this valuable creature against any chill, then I shift aside my dress’s top so the Prince of Colchis can enjoy his first meal. 

The afterbirth purges from me as the baby begins to suckle. I want nothing more than to sleep, but I have to continue. I swear that’s the top of the castle just beyond the trees. So close. I’m tired, but it's not far. Once I get there I can sleep for a week. But I must get there. My father must see his true heir. I will not allow Phrixus to take my child’s rights. The thought of Glauce’s face when she learns her darling husband has been replaced by my child gives me a renewed sense of strength. 

I listen to the forest as the prince takes his fill of my milk. Even centaurs can’t move in complete silence. I hear nothing but birds calling. At least the vile creatures know enough to keep away from real humans.

The baby finishes his meal. Milk drips from me and from his toothless mouth. I cover myself and try to stand. My legs have gone numb from how I’m kneeling. I pause in mid-crouch, letting the blood tingle back in. 

The ring of a metal blade sounds behind me. I close my eyes and clutch my baby tighter.

The centaurs have found me. 

Not this close to home. Not with all I have been through. At least a sword means a quick death. But what centaurs would approach so silently? Surely the drunken beasts would just barrel in, hack me to bits, and trample the new prince. But who else would be out here? The guards don’t patrol this far and I imagine every Colchian who can afford the time away from their work is attending my father’s ceremony to announce Phrixus’s new status as heir.

With stealthy silence, the sword bearer steps around me.

My whole body shakes. Fear, exhaustion, the strain of birth all hit me at once. I can’t run. Even if my legs weren’t screaming as they awaken from their numbness, I can’t imagine summoning the energy to stand. I look up. Using all my strength, I tilt my head up from the tiny prince in my arms to the face of my pursuer. It burns with rage. He holds his sword high, gripping the hilt with both hands, ready to plunge the blade into my breast where the newborn sleeps.




















CHAPTER TWO

Typhon

KRONOS CONCLUDES HIS guttural muttering in the ancient dialect of the titans.

"Will it work?" I ask, giving him no time to recover from his trance-like state. I immediately regret my haste. Kronos glares at me with eyes that could cut through even the strongest Helenian steel. Since he’s the only one who can call up the other titans, and—as much as I hate to admit it—I cannot destroy the gods of Osteria on my own, I need to keep Kronos’s favor. "Apologies. I meant how long will it be until they come?"

"Are you planning on waiting here? In my home?" the father of all titans, and all the gods for that matter, asks with a disgusted sneer on his lip.

"That’s not answering my question."

"And you’re not answering mine." His voice growls with rising irritation.

"It would be easier if I stayed. I can keep out of your way. This place is big enough." Kronos’s home dominates an island in a lake formed inside a volcanic crater in southern Osteria and is large enough for a herd of titans. "If you don’t mind."

My gaze flicks to a lone rock balanced on a pedestal in the foyer. Titans never have done well living in close proximity. We’re so bad at long-term unions I often wonder if Rhea would have fed him that stone—the stone that led to his decline and to the rise of the Twelve—even if Kronos hadn’t threatened to eat all their children. Still, that hunk of basalt serves as a reminder to Kronos of the gods he hates, the gods he fought, and the gods who defeated him. That defeat let Zeus, Kronos’s own son, to strip him and all other titans of most of our powers. Ever since, this forbearer of the titans has stewed in anger over his wife’s trickery and his children’s betrayal. My goal is to use that anger, not become its focus. Kronos’s eyes follow mine. At the sight of Rhea’s stone, the irritation on his face hardens into a stern resolve.

"I do mind, but I suppose it’s better than having to put up with you knocking on my door every two days to see if anyone’s arrived yet."

"They will show up," I say, hoping to sound reassuring, hoping to cajole Kronos into being a partner in this rather than a cantankerous delivery system.

"Of course they’ll come." His voice thunders through the cavernous space. "Most of them can’t simply snap their fingers to appear and disappear where and when they choose as you still can, but they know what’s best for them. They will heed my call regardless of the effort it takes."

He stalks off to bash stones into gravel or whatever it is he does to occupy his days out here on the outskirts of Osteria. 

Although he had been reluctant to make it, Kronos’s call is effective and not long after he issues it, titans begin arriving to his secluded home. As part of our punishment after the war between the titans and the gods, the more closely related a titan was to Kronos, the more powers that were stripped from him or her. I, being far removed from Kronos’s direct line, retain a range of powers, including affecting natural forces (earthquakes being my favorite), changing form at will, and traveling much as the gods do. 

Those with the least amount of power, those closest in relation to Kronos, can’t travel from one end of Osteria to the other with a mere clap of the hands and are forced to walk. However, they can still boost their size to cover the same distance with one step as twenty human-scale steps. 

As the first group arrives, they make a game of stomping through the lake to the island. Their bulk pushing through the water creates massive wakes, but when the force of three racing titans sends a tidal wave of water gushing through his foyer, Kronos roars that the next titan who spills even a drop of water in his home will be crumbled into dust and swept out the door. 

The more distant of Kronos’s relations like to flaunt their remaining powers in the faces of the less powerful. With a dramatic flair, some—including Notus—come in as hail storms brought on black clouds and gale-force winds. The less dramatic ones simply appear out of nowhere. Of course, despite Kronos’s assertions, not all the titans show up. I didn’t expect they would; we’re too solitary these days. Also, some of the more disgruntled titans have wandered beyond Osteria’s eastern mountain boundary far out of Kronos’s reach. Others, like Atlas who has been condemned to hold up the sky, can’t leave their posts because of the work they are forced to do in service to Osteria. Service that is akin to slavery.

In truth, I’m surprised at the number who do heed Kronos’s summons. Even Prometheus makes an appearance. I have my doubts whether he can ever be an ally. He has no love for Zeus, but does he dislike the gods enough to cancel out his affection and adoration for humans? I cringe. The thought of feeling anything but hatred for those god-loving pests makes my gut want to turn inside out.

From the landing above the entry hall I observe the titans trickle in. It’s intriguing to see us together. I know the gods live amongst one another in a massive palace on Olympus and spend much time in each other’s company in a common room or in one of the many gardens skirting the edges of the palace. Such camaraderie is not for the titans. A few gossip in corners and smile tentatively as they reunite with former allies or lovers, but many seem to have no idea what to do in such close proximity to one another. Like awkward human youths, they stand about as if they’re only here to inspect the walls and ceiling. Several appear, linger for a few moments, then, after completing some debate within their own minds, hurry for the door and disappear. 

Shyness may not account entirely for these fleeing titans. As a concession to losing our war against the gods, in addition to the stripping of our powers we were commanded to live isolated from each other in the most remote regions of Osteria and never to gather in large groups as we are doing now. They may fear breaking this rule Zeus imposed on us. If this is the case, I’m glad they’ve left before we delve too far into my scheme. 

I’m just heading down the stairs from the landing when a crash echoes throughout the hall and silences the few mumbled conversations taking place. A few of the titans who can, disappear with panicked claps of their hands. Others skitter aside to reveal Kronos’s rock has tumbled from its pedestal. In place of the stone, Rhea perches on the plinth and surveys the room. 

I don’t doubt a human would find her attractive in the form she's taken. Even though, like the rest of us, she has appeared in the shape of a mortal, she is stronger, grander, nobler than those vermin could ever hope to be. With rich, dark waves of hair cascading over toned shoulders, and a lithe, athletic body, she’s a sharp contrast to the rigid, stony form Kronos has donned.

All eyes turn to her, then to Kronos to watch his reaction, knowing he hasn’t spoken to his wife since her betrayal that allowed their children to become gods. Wearing a mask of rigid politeness, Kronos strides over and offers a hand to help Rhea down. She ignores the gesture and springs like a mountain cat jumping off a stone outcrop onto an unsuspecting human. Although they meet each other’s eyes and pass a barely detectable nod of greeting, they say nothing, as if each is challenging the other to be the first to break the eons-long silence between them.

Kronos turns away from her. He evaluates the hourglass. "It's time we begin. Any latecomers can be caught up. Typhon has something to say."

For my speech, I remain on the stairs and double my size so all can see and hear me. All eyes turn toward me and, although I am the Father of Monsters, I’m unnerved by the cold hatred I see in them. I remind myself it’s not me personally. After our failure to defeat the gods, we blamed one other for our fall—blame that in many cases turned to animosity which then turned to an absolute distaste and distrust for other titans. None of us has any love for the other and only a few have the slightest inkling of friendship—a fact that adds to the difficulties of organizing any plot to defeat the gods.

"I know we hate being this close to one another, so I will get straight to the point. We need, no, we deserve power. We must take back what is ours. We are the original forces in Osteria, in all the world, and should not be subject to the rules the Twelve have put on us. If we join together, we could destroy them, retake our strength, and retake our dignity."

"And how do we do that?" Prometheus asks, a mocking scowl of disapproval on his face. His look and tone seal what I had suspected: He will not fully come to our side. He will need to be watched.

"Some of you may know, in an effort to save Osteria from her plague of humans, I tried to work with one of the gods." Murmurs of disbelief buzz through the great hall. Even I can’t believe how desperate I must have been to work with Ares and his human pet, Pelias. I vow never to degrade myself like that again. "From him I learned that all is not well with our immortal cousins. They bicker. They take sides. They go behind one another's backs."

"This is nothing new," says Helios, the creator of the sun and stars. His eyes are so bright I can’t meet them for more than half a heartbeat. After the war, he nearly became a god. He even lived on Olympus for a time, studying the ways to change from titan to god, but something went wrong between him and Zeus, and he returned to his proper place among the titans.

"No," I say, "but this time is different. There’s a battle brewing in Osteria. A war that will pitch polis against polis, and that means god against god. If the gods divide, if they start a war against themselves, they weaken. When they weaken, the mortals stop trusting them, stop believing in them. The gods need the humans’ love and worship to thrive. Without it, the gods weaken further. They become vulnerable. And without the gods to protect them, the humans themselves become vulnerable. Get rid of the gods and we get rid of the mortals, and vice versa."

"Bah! Mortals always want to kill each other. Couldn’t we just attack the gods straight on?" Notus, never one for subtlety, asks eagerly. I can see my own face reflected in his eyes that have no whites, no irises, but are entirely filled with onyx black.

"We want more. Not just humans giving up on the Twelve," Kronos responds, "but to bring about the gods’ ruin. To watch them battered into nothing."

"Still bearing a grudge, are we?" Prometheus asks, his left eyebrow cocked. I'm trying to understand why he's here. He has always loved humans. He’s the one who brought them through the worst of times after the Disaster and restored their belief in the Twelve. Even though he has his difficulties with Zeus, he admires the other gods and has befriended some of them. Has he had a change of heart?

"Why don't we talk about crushing your little pets?" Kronos snarls.

"We could do storms," Notus says with excited delight. "You know, drown those crops they rely on so much. And landslides. I love a good landslide. Enough rain, enough famine, and they'll turn against the gods." This may not be the most concrete plan, but at least Notus shows enthusiasm. Too many of the other titans shift on their feet as their eyes dart toward the door like guilty children. Do they think Zeus will barge in at any moment and condemn them?

Prometheus’s face reddens and the muscles of his bare chest swell. Everyone braces. A fight among us could be, well, titanic. Kronos could churn up a hurricane in the room, Rhea could topple the walls like an avalanche, Helios could burn us to ashes with one blink of those brilliant eyes. It's dangerous to let our emotions flare when we’re amongst one another.

"So your plan is to divide and conquer?" Rhea asks. Her calm, curious tone eases some of the tension from the room. 

Kronos snorts. "You’d be perfect for that job. You’re good at dividing families."

"Divide and destroy," I say before Rhea can retort. "I won’t risk another demotion like the one we’re currently experiencing. Defeat is not enough. I want the gods gone, I want the mortals gone, and I want nature and chaos in the form of us, the titans, to return to power."

At this, a few titans rumble the walls with their cheers, but Rhea maintains a stoic expression on her face.

"We can't kill them," she says, and I’m unsure if the tone is of certainty or of concern. I have trouble believing she will be in on this plot whole-heartedly. The gods I want to lay ruin to are her children and grandchildren. Even though titans don’t possess many familial instincts, she did protect her offspring at the expense of her titan husband once before.

"No, we can’t. But if we can come up with a plan to—" Realizing my error, I cut myself off mid-sentence.

"You don’t even have a plan?" Helios says with a scornful laugh.

"I have a plan," Notus blurts. "Watch." The foyer darkens as black clouds heavy with rain scuttle by outside.

"You’ve called us here," Helios continues, "made us endure each other for what, a whim you’ve gotten under your bonnet?"

"They can be locked away in the deepest bowels of Hades’s Chasm just as some of us once were." My voice booms through the hall so intensely several of the titans cover their ears. I could crush Helios for making a fool of me, but I bite my cheek to control my fury. I cannot anger Helios. Except for Kronos’s use as a summoning beacon, Helios is the titan I most need on my side. After all, if he spent time with the gods, he will have learned their weaknesses. 

"Yes, excellent idea, but how? Do you think that if you ask politely the gods will just walk in?" Helios pauses, arching an eyebrow as if trying to goad me into an answer that I don’t have. After a few moments, I have to glance away from his shining stare. He throws up his hands as if casting away cards that have just lost him a hefty wager. "Enough. This is ridiculous. If you ever have a real plan, Typhon, summon me, but until then you need to stop this obsessive hatred you have for humans."

With a blast of sun-bright light, Helios vanishes. Notus reassures me he’ll get to work on his storms, but Helios’s departure triggers something in the others, and the foyer is empty except for me and Kronos within a few moments.

Kronos, a smirk cracking his stony face, starts to say something, but I cut him off.

"This is not through. The gods will be destroyed. I know you want that just as much as I do. Maybe not for the same reasons, but as long as the end result is the same, I want them gone. It cannot be impossible."

"I’ll think on it and I will encourage others to as well, but for now it’s time for you to leave my home," Kronos says and, using an unseen force, shoves me toward the door. 

I refuse to be kicked out like a filthy dog. Tightening my body into a ball, I call up a gust so strong it knocks Kronos back and shoots me into the cloudy Osterian sky.




















CHAPTER THREE

Athena

"IT'S QUITE SIMPLE to make it look grander. You just widen the back. Then, when you look down the center from the front, there appears to be a depth that isn't really there. Poseidon, are you listening?"

My uncle’s head jerks around to look at me. He nods as if he’s in agreeable contemplation with what I’ve just said, but his cheeks blush deeply, making his cool blue eyes shine as he focuses them back on me.

"I, no, I mean, yes. Fascinating. And your architects came up with that?"

He acts interested and even seems to have not missed a word I've said, but my owl swivels his head to fix his amber eyes on where Poseidon had been looking. I glance in the same direction, then roll my eyes. I should have known. I should have realized Poseidon’s frequent trips to visit me lately weren't because he'd suddenly become fascinated with how Theseus was fitting into his new role as president, what my engineers were crafting, how to interpret the nuances of a certain law, or any of the other topics he has "just had" to learn more about these past weeks.

My eyes flick once more in the direction of my owl’s gaze and I catch a priestess looking our way. Her delicate features I’d always thought of as innocent now appear seductive when she gives my uncle a coy smile before returning to arranging flowers around the base of one of the columns that run down the length of my temple. 

Was I wrong to take her in? How could I not when the girl’s mother had come running to my temple one day, pleading with me to save her only daughter. "He’s going to beat her to death," she had wailed, her eyes wide with fear as she gripped my hand.

"He wouldn’t." I had assured her as I gestured her to stand. "Surely, it was said in a moment of rage."

"No," the woman shook her head, making her disheveled curls jiggle, "he says she’s gone too far this time. Please come. You have to stop him."

A knot formed in my gut. "You left him alone with her?" Even if he didn’t mean to kill the girl, what havoc might his anger wreak without the mother there to stop him? I tugged on the woman’s arm and hurried with her the two blocks to her home.

Thankfully, the girl had locked herself in her room. Her father pounded on the door so hard the hinges were rattling loose. I grabbed his hand, yanking his arm up and behind his back as I’d seen vigiles do to people they needed to subdue. 

"You will calm yourself," I hissed in his ear. He still shook with rage, but didn’t fight me. I let him go and demanded an explanation. The girl dared to unlatch her door and peer out at us. 

"She’s enticed every male who passes her way. Just looks at them and lures them in like she thinks she’s Aphrodite. Aphrodite was never such a slut though," he added vehemently.

When I looked her over I saw nothing but blonde wavy hair, a heart-shaped face, and wide blue eyes that looked as if they didn’t even know what the words her father spoke meant. She met my gaze, then glanced demurely down to her toes.

I couldn’t risk the child’s life by leaving her with a tyrant. Not when there was an easy way to save her. She was sixteen, the age when the youths of Osteria begin their apprenticeships.

"I have a space open for an acolyte. These spaces only open up every six years. As you know, this invitation would be an honor for her."

"What’s that mean? Acolyte?" the mother asked, her accent betraying her as Astorian, but that’s no excuse for not knowing the ways of her adopted home.

"She would come to my house to train to become one of my priestesses."

 The woman nearly collapsed with relief and muttered her thanks. The father gave his daughter a scornful glare before stepping back from the door with his hands raised in surrender. "I doubt locking her up with a strict vow of chastity is going to do anything to keep her out of men’s beds, but she’s your problem now." 

During her two years of training the girl has been without blame. Although I did hear reports from my time away over the spring that she had been very explicit and suggestive with Aegeus when she helped explain the rite of the marriage bed that is conducted in my temple when an Athenian president is married. The reports even noted that rather than avert her gaze as the priestesses are supposed to do, she did nothing to hide the yearning in her eyes as she watched Aegeus take his bride in the temple. 

Perhaps her disrespect is what cursed that marriage.

Or perhaps I’m being prudish. I have no reason to suspect her. It’s normal for my priestesses to be curious about bedsport and being beautiful isn’t against my rules. Still, I can't help thinking back and recalling that she has found a chore to do nearby whenever Poseidon has come to make his studious inquiries. This flirtation must be stopped. I take Poseidon by his arm. My skin tingles as Medusa glares at me. Jealousy? If she’s letting that demon in, then this definitely must be halted.

"Yes, the architects, with the help of the engineers. And actually," I say as I continue to make my way out of the temple, pulling a reluctant Poseidon along. "I think your curiosity would be better satisfied speaking with one of them."

"Oh, I wouldn't want to distract them from their work. I enjoy chatting with you. Here. At your temple."

"Unfortunately, I have work to attend to, so you’ll have to indulge in your longing for knowledge elsewhere." Before Poseidon can protest, I call to Lia, one of my top engineers who trained under Stavros, as she passes by. She strides over, remaining at the base of the temple’s steps as is proper, and bows low. When she stands upright, she looks not at me, but over my shoulder. I don’t need my owl to whisper to me that Medusa is close behind. "Poseidon has a newfound interest in technology. Perhaps you could explain what you're working on."

She agrees cheerfully, but the proud smile drops from her round face when her gaze drifts behind me once more. 

I urge Poseidon forward like a mother forcing a child to make a new friend on the first day of school. And, just like a child, Poseidon pouts his way down the steps to join up with Lia, who begins a rapid explanation of electrical principles.

My uncle gives a final glance over his shoulder with an apologetic grin. I turn to see Medusa smiling back at him. When she catches me watching her, she quickly brushes her lustrous blonde hair with the hand that had been poised to give a little goodbye wave.

"Inside now, Medusa."

"I didn't do anything."

"I didn't say you did. Now go back into the temple."

She gives a perturbed huff and spins around. Her hair flounces as she walks, not with the somber steps of a demure priestess, but with the swaying hips of woman wanting attention and knowing how to get it. Once inside, away from the eyes of any passersby, I grab her shoulder and whirl her around. The daggers of her eyes try to pierce me, but I've lived with Hera’s scornful stare for too many eons to be bothered by the petulant look of a young mortal.

"You do remember your vow when you came here?"

She rolls her eyes, then sighs as if I’ve asked the stupidest question in all of Osteria.

"Which one? There were so many."

"The chastity one."

"Oh, that. How could I forget it?"

"It's best you don't forget it because if you betray me I promise I can devise a punishment for you that will make you wish I'd left you to your father's attentions." She shows no hint of fear, but I don't miss her flinch at the mention of her father. "Or would you prefer to leave my service?" As a woman with no training other than serving in my temple, Medusa would have to return home like a child of sixteen until she completed a new apprenticeship of two more years.

"No." The single emphatic word snaps through the vast interior of the temple. "I’ll behave. Don’t send me home." 

There’s true fear in her voice. My words have hit their mark and dwelling on the matter will only embarrass us both.

Still, I will insist that Poseidon keeps his distance from my temple and its priestesses from now on.




















CHAPTER FOUR

Agamemnon

"YOU’RE A KINGDOM dweller," I say to the man who has joined our latest Council meeting. He’s about forty with cropped salt-and-pepper hair. I have to make a concerted effort to keep my eyes from drifting to his bulbous nose and pock-marked cheeks. "You do know only the poli may sit on the Council."

"Although the Council does try to keep the kingdoms’ views in mind," Menelaus adds. Other than Priam, who despite living farthest from the meeting hall always shows up early to gatherings of the Osteria Council, my brother and I are the only ones who have shown up to this meeting so far. As a relatively new Council member I’m not sure if this man, Poletes, Lord Captain of the Docklands kingdom, is allowed to attend a Council meeting, and Zeus knows Priam would be too mousy to tell anyone to leave even if they started smashing the furniture.

"I do understand that," Poletes says in a voice that makes me think of a slick of olive oil. "But I soon expect to have a prominent role in one of the poli. A rather prestigious polis, in fact."

Unsure which polis he means, I take a quick mental tally. "You’re not one of Helen’s suitors. At least I don’t remember seeing the name Poletes on Tyndareus’s list."

"No, it’s not Vancuse I have my sights on. Not yet, anyway." He gives a quick smile as if he’s only joking, but there’s no trace of humor in his eyes.

Before I can ask anything further, Cassiopeia saunters into the room, greets us, and slips her slim body into a chair. As Poletes is introducing himself to her, Acrisius—ruler and representative of the Astoria polis—sweeps in. His wrinkled brow is deeply furrowed with irritation, and he fails to notice the stranger at our table.

"Who is this Iolalus person?" Acrisius shouts, slamming his palms onto the table. Although he has to be at least seventy, Acrisius has a strong taste for modern fashion straight from the Califf Lands. Today he’s sporting a summer cape of silk in a shade of bright blue that exactly matches the varnish his dresser has applied to his nails. I wouldn’t normally notice any person’s manicure, but it’s hard to miss the azure flashes as he waves a letter for us all to see.

"Iolalus, Solon of Portaceae," Cassiopeia says in a tone that drips with condescension over Acrisius’s ignorance. "He took leadership of the polis after his cousin died. Don’t tell me you don’t remember Eury Stephanos."

"Gods, who could? Always dusted in gold," Acrisius responds, completely missing the irony that his own style is far more flamboyant than Eury’s occasional penchant for gold dust to warm his sallow skin. "The main thing I remember about him was his constant request to invest more money into Portaceae. His hand was spread open wider for drachars than any beggar on the street."

"Portaceae was experiencing hard times then," Priam says diplomatically. He fails to mention the hard times were due partially to Eury continually indulging in his wife’s extravagant tastes with his polis’s meager revenues. "But what does Iolalus say? Will he finally be taking Eury’s seat on the Council?"

I give a quick glance to our guest, wondering if Portaceae is the polis he has his sights on. But Poletes’s attention is focused on Acrisius, watching the old man like a mountain cat appraising a rabbit. What role could a Docklander hope to play in Astoria, a polis far south of the Docklands’s border?

"Not in the least. He not only refuses to do his duty and accept the honor of being a Council member, but he’s threatening to bring charges against the Council for our supposed part in that whole Minoan fiasco." Acrisius flings the letter across the table, then crosses his arms over his chest and pulls his face into the disgusted pout of someone who has been egregiously offended.

"You’ve got to be kidding." I grab the letter. The document does indeed place charges on all current members of the Osteria Council for the mishandling of Pasiphae’s accusations against Minos and for the deaths that resulted. "How were we to know she was lying about the rape charge?"

"I do suppose we could have asked Minos himself," Priam says meekly.

"He was threatening to kill us," Acrisius huffs. "He was about to wage war on the poli. Or set loose some horror he had created. We had to act to protect ourselves. To protect Osteria," he adds patriotically.

"I have a large contingent of vigiles," Poletes says. "They’d be more than willing to take care of this Iolalus for you."

"Thank you, I don’t think we’ve reached that point yet," I say coolly. 

"Iolalus went to Minoa," Menelaus explains as he looks over the letter. "He saw firsthand what was happening. He states for a fact that it was Pasiphae who forced Minos into what he was doing, that Minos was nearly broken by the punishment he thought we were inflicting on him. Just as we thought he was going to attack us, he thought we were the aggressors."

"Preposterous," Acrisius snorts. "Who would believe any such thing without checking first?"

I cock an eyebrow at him. "That’s exactly the point. I know my brother and I are new on the Council, but did it never occur to you to question Minos directly rather than using Pasiphae as an intermediary?"

"Where is Pasiphae these days?" Cassiopeia asks.

"A better question might be why has Ares not put a new member in her seat? He always ensures Aryana’s chair never gets cold." Priam says. It’s quite a wry observation for someone who is normally so timid, but to make up for it he adds, "That’s just what I’ve noticed, at any rate."

"She was injured while waiting to leave Minoa. Her train carriage caught on fire. The Minoan medics kept her stable, but one day she just disappeared and no one has seen her since," Menelaus tells them. He looks at me and makes a rolling motion with one hand—his signal to hurry up. He hates being away from Vancuse for too long. He’s convinced himself that any absence will lower his chances of Helen picking him to be her husband. I haven’t the heart to tell him the real reason Helen delays in choosing him or any of her suitors is because she’s enjoying herself far too much with the one man not on her father’s list: Paris of Demos, Priam’s son.

According to Helen’s lady maid, Delia, who has not only served as an excellent spy, but has also been a pleasurable distraction, Helen has been spending a considerable amount of time in the handsome Demosian’s bed lately.

"I really think this is Pasiphae’s fault, not ours," Cassiopeia comments. She tilts her chin and looks down her slim nose. "And until we find her, this matter can’t be given any more of our precious time." She reaches across the table, picks up Iolalus’s letter, crumples it, and tosses it into the wicker wastebasket behind her. 

I don’t know Iolalus well, but from what I do know of him, he will have sent this letter as a courtesy to us before issuing formal charges with the Athenian Court, the highest court in Osteria. If we don’t respond, how long will he wait before journeying north to Athenos to lay his evidence at the feet of the priestesses who preside as judges in Osterian-wide matters? 

"Now, what’s next on the agenda?" Cassiopeia asks.

"A new toll on the use of the Osterian Road," Acrisius says. His eyes brighten as he pushes forward a stack of parchment as tall as my sword arm is broad. "I’ve laid out how much we can expect to receive if every tenth mile has a tollbooth and if we implement a charge for crossing borders between poli. And, of course, I do think we as Council members, or at least those of us who bother to show up to these meetings, deserve a minimum of thirty percent of the revenues for coming up with and ratifying the idea." He fondles a gold bangle on his wrist and I wonder if the amount he’s calculated roughly equals the cost of next season’s Califf wardrobe. "Now, if we could just get the wording right, close any loopholes— You there," he points a blue-tipped finger to Poletes, "how are you at wording things to get what you want?"

"Wording things, fighting things, taking things. I find ways to ensure my needs are met."

"Good, good, then jot this down—"

Menelaus, likely realizing he won’t be getting back to Helen’s sights anytime today, groans and slumps down in his chair.








CHAPTER FIVE

Perseus

AFTER GETTING CAUGHT in several unseasonably strong storms, the gods finally grant me a consistent wind from the west that brings me back to the Docklands. Although I love being at sea, I'm grateful to be home. I’ve spent so much time with a full crew on the way to Colchis and on the sailings I and some of that crew embarked on afterward, that being alone on the Argoa these past weeks has put me in a foul mood. I miss my stepbrother Pirro who used to always sail with me, scrambling up the masts like only a man born to the Docklands could. 

The thought of Pirro sends a flare of anger through me. That idiot Herc Dion. If not for him, the gods wouldn't have sent the storm that nearly sank the Argoa last summer. If not for him, my brother would be calling out commands as fast as he made crude sailors’ jokes. If not for Herc Dion, I wouldn’t be fussing with this damned rigging by myself.

He's not even your brother, I mutter to myself as I jerk on the rope then dance around the boom as it swings around.

I shake the thought away. First, it’s dangerous to begin talking to yourself at sea; you may never stop and many a madman—former sailors who lost their minds after too long at sea with too little company—can be found wandering the lanes of the Docklands. Second, even though Pirro’s father, Dictys, never wed my mother, he raised me as his son; and Pirro, Dictys’s child from a woman who left him when a man from the Califf Lands promised her a better life, was always the truest brother anyone could hope for.

Dictys and Danae, I muse as I finally get some slack into the mainsail to slow my speed before I approach Docklands Bay. Even their names go together well. My mother has never told me how she came to the Docklands, and gods know as a child I pestered her often enough for the story. I do know she drifted here without sail or oars. How she did this from Astoria, a polis far south of the Docklands, on currents that flow from north to south, only Poseidon knows, but she ignores this unnatural feat and acts as if her life only began when she was pulled from the sea by Dictys, as if she were a sea nymph born fully formed from the foam on a wave. A sea nymph who brought with her a newborn baby. I often wonder if that early sea voyage at my mother’s breast instilled in me my ease on the water.

Dictys took us in, kept us warm and kept us fed. He treated me as his son, educated me, and showed no favor for his trueborn son over his foundling one. Despite their obvious love for one another, he never married my mother. Once she recovered from her time at sea, Dictys even built a separate home for my mother so she wouldn’t feel obligated to live with him, but she refused to move in to it, saying she enjoyed the view from Dictys’s rooms far better.

I shift my remaining sail, whipping the rope into tidy concentric circles as I manage the careful balance between too slack and too taut. It’s a tricky business bringing the Argoa into port alone, but it was one of the first lessons Dictys taught Pirro and me. He insisted that unless we mastered every sailing skill he knew, he would never grant us joint captaincy of the Argoa and we would have to sail with him babysitting us like the unwitting land walkers who rented our row boats. 

With a Docklander’s instinct Pirro was able to get the Argoa into her slip after only the third try, but I, well let’s just say I spent a good deal of time that summer repairing the minor damage I caused to our dock and to the Argoa with my clumsy attempts. After one particular lesson, I’d been angry with myself for not picking up on the maneuvers as quickly as Pirro, and I took my frustration out on Dictys.

"Why have you never married my mom?" I snapped at him. I must have been twelve or thirteen, that age when boys suddenly get protective of their mothers. This man was sharing a roof with my mother and I’d picked up rumors of other men who lived with women they didn’t marry; women who the gossips said gave the men plenty of comfort but weren’t women worth keeping. 

Even though Dictys had been with my mom for over a decade, I thought he was no better than these men and that he was disgracing my mother if he wouldn’t make her his wife. I’d also seen these women when their men died at sea. In the Docklands, a man can only pass property to a wife, not a mistress. These women were left with nothing, and often they had to turn to other men, paying men, to sustain themselves even if it meant losing their dignity. 

The thought of my mother’s reputation and her possible future combined with my rotten day on the Argoa had me fuming. "Why do you use her? Why do you not give her some promise of stability?"

My cheeks burn at the thought of my youthful accusations.

"Come help me on the boat, boy," he had responded flatly. Pirro jumped up. Even though we had only just set foot on dry land after an entire morning of sailing, like any Docklander, Pirro was eager to be on a boat, whether for work or pleasure. "Not you," Dictys told him gruffly. "Not this time. Go to the stables if you need something to do." The stables were where we kept the horses of men renting our boats and ours were the most trusted of all of those in the Docklands. Too many docktenders had a habit of "losing" horses to the highest bidder before the owner returned. "Perseus, on the boat. Now."

I stomped up the ramp, itching for a fight, daring him to explain himself. But once on the Argoa he turned to me, his face full of gentle warmth. His expression made me grit my teeth so hard I thought they might break. How could he not be mad? How could he not rise to the bait of my insolence?

"Explain yourself," I demanded. The little prince, even though I wasn’t even aware of my royal status yet.

"Sit down and try not to get a splinter in that smart ass of yours."

After shooting him what I thought was the world’s most withering glare, I plopped down onto the edge of one of the rower’s benches, arms crossed over my chest. Dictys leaned back on the seat he'd chosen and pulled out a bottle of wine from underneath it. He took a long drink, then handed it to me. I eyed the bottle warily.

"Go on," he said, reaching his arm out a bit further.

My mother let me have wine on special occasions, but only after she diluted it. This, I knew, was the real thing. And from what I'd heard, Docklanders made wine twice as potent as the stuff in Illamos Valley. I took as big a swig as my mouth could hold. My cheeks puckered from the tart liquid, but I refused to spit it out. Using every bit of will, I swallowed the bolus of wine. My eyes watered and a warmth spread from my neck to my belly. Dictys watched me, amused. Even though I wanted to bring up the first swallow, I was proving myself a man that day. I was no little boy. I took another gulp. This one went down more smoothly. Suddenly, I felt the movement of the boat bobbing in the water far more keenly than I had just moments ago.

"Hand it back." Dictys snapped his fingers. He had another drink, as long as if drinking water. "You want to know why I don't marry Danae?"

I shrugged. Did I? At the moment, I mostly just wanted more wine. "I guess."

"She's too good for me." I laughed. What a ridiculous response. They’d been living like a man and wife my entire life. Clearly, she thought he was just fine. "No, truly. Do you know who your mother is?"

"She’s my mother," I said, as if this wasn’t obvious. Dictys let me take another drink. When I handed back the bottle, I added resignedly, "She won't tell me."

"Then don't tell her we had this conversation. Actually, if you keep drinking this," he held up the bottle and gave it a shake to judge how much was left, "you may not remember this conversation anyway." He paused, swirling the wine in the bottle absent-mindedly. Then, as if he’d come to some decision, he stopped and met my eyes. "Your mother is the daughter of Acrisius. You know who he is, right?"

I did. Acrisius was the king of Astoria, the polis that sits at the mouth of the Col. He also represented Astoria on the Osteria Council. How could my mom be his daughter? Why do we live in the Docklands if she is? Why would he have never invited us to visit? A hundred other questions tumbled through my swimming head. Then, like a ship crashing into a cliffside, all the questions shattered. My mom was royalty. I was royalty. My eyes went wide with the realization.

"You made the connection without me having to explain," Dictys said. "Pretty good given the rocks it seems you’ve got in your head instead of brains. She’s a princess, and heir to the Astorian seat of power. I'm a younger son and a nobody. My brother may be ambitiously moving up the ranks of this kingdom, but me? I only want to run my dock. I’m nothing."

"But she loves you."

"And I will cherish that until the time comes that she realizes I'm not worthy of it, but I will not bind her to me." He passed the bottle back to me and I, seeing my chance, guzzled the rest of the contents as he spoke. "One day she will be able to return to Astoria and she will want a better man by her side, one of her class. I won’t marry her and hold her back."

Dictys stared at some point on the horizon. I figured since he was in a story-telling mood, I’d push my luck by asking another question my mother would never answer, no matter how much I pestered her about it.

"Who’s my father?" The words slurred as they rushed from my mouth. Dictys took the bottle from me, gave it a shake to test the weight then raised an eyebrow at me.

"That I don’t know. Your mother’s quite good at keeping her mouth shut regarding who she might have bedded to make Acrisius send her away."

Did Dictys tell me why my mom came to the Docklands? I’m sure he must have, but damn if I can remember even now as I perch on the very bench I sat on that day, now tugging on the rigging of a sail, not a bottle. I’ve no doubt Dictys knew exactly what he was doing with that wine—he could reveal secrets knowing I’d forget them in the fog of my first hangover. After all, if I couldn’t remember Dictys’s revelations about my mother, he couldn’t get in trouble for telling me them.

With an ease honed by years of Dictys’s patient instruction and a head full of memories, I maneuver the Argoa into port. My foul mood over Pirro’s absence fades as I make out the two figures watching me from the dock. Even after all these years, my mother apparently still refuses to realize how unworthy the salt-and-pepper haired docktender is because, as they wait to greet me, she's clasping his hand like she always does when they’re together.

***

The next morning, my mother occupies herself by mending a fishing net. I pause in my repair to one of our rental row boats to watch her with a sense of awe. She’s a princess battling against a tangle of knots, but there's no sign of dissatisfaction on her face. She should be receiving gifts from courtiers, presiding over games held in her honor, being preened by dozens of handmaidens, but she appears as content as a cat in a sunbeam as her fingers fly through a series of twists and turns in the slender netting.

Someone clears his throat, disrupting me from my reverie. I think it must be Dictys come to chide me for not being done with my chores as if I’m still a child. 

"I’m getting to it," I say as I turn around, hammer in hand. A stout man with fat lips thrusts out his hand. It holds a sealed piece of parchment.

"It's for Dictys." 

I disregard the letter he’s waggling at me as if I’m a dog who’ll get excited over a jittering toy. "I'm not Dictys." My eyes catch the outline of a ship pressed into the letter’s wax. The Lord Captain’s seal. What can he want?

"I know that, but I assume you can give this to him."

I snatch the paper from his hand that, once empty, instantly opens to show a flattened palm. "I have to do your leg work and you're expecting a tip?" I give the hammer a small but menacing twirl. "Go away."

The begging hand drops to his side and he stomps off on his stocky legs. I turn the letter over, eyeing Poletes’s seal. This could simply be a tax bill; it's the time of year for that business, after all. But tax bills aren't usually hand-delivered by the Lord Captain’s messengers. 

Poletes. The only downside of the Docklands these days. A couple years ago, Poletes scattered bribes across the Docklands to ensure his violent usurpation of power from our previous Lord Captain would go unquestioned. Ever since, he and his hoard of vigiles have such a hold on the Docklands we call him King Poletes because he rules as dictatorially as any monarch, maybe even more so. There's no going against this king if you want to keep anything in the Docklands, whether it’s your livelihood, your freedom, or your life.

He's Dictys’s brother, but two men could not be more different. Where Dictys is honest and kind, Poletes twists facts and issues threats to keep his position. While Dictys earns people's respect through hard work, his brother uses forces and finances to silence anyone who speaks against him, while sending his bodyguards to pummel fealty into people who hesitate to give it freely. 

For the most part, Dictys has avoided Poletes's attentions. I don't think this is out of brotherly love but more likely because Poletes knows not to ruffle the sail that’s catching the best wind. My adopted father brings in many repeat customers, which means extra tax money falling into Poletes's pockets. Poletes has no reason to mess with what's working. 

So what can this message contain? I glance to my mother. Her head is still bowed over her work. The sun glints off her lustrous blond hair. My heart swells with pride at how beautiful she still is.

"That hole’s not going to fix itself," Dictys says tersely, but his face is bright and full of love as he follows my gaze. "Still, I can't blame you for being distracted."

"This came for you." I hand over the letter. "Hand-delivered," I add. Dictys frowns, then scowls, at the parchment as if already offended by its contents.

He breaks the seal. The tense irritation on his face falls away as if all the muscles have given up working for the day. He shakes his head as his eyes scan the words. When his face drains of color, I tell him to sit before he falls off the dock. He hands me the letter.

"Tell me it's a joke
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