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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      I had always wondered what it felt like to see the future.

      There was a game my sister Minyade and I played back in our hometown. We called it the Screamer.

      We would take a little known path north, toward the mountains, and walk blindfolded up a hill fifty feet high. The western side of the hill ended abruptly onto a precipice. Its bottom was dark and filled with dry brambles. It smelled of musk and old piss.

      When either of us went too close to the cliff, the other would scream at the top of her lungs to stop the advance. It was our signal to halt before falling.

      One day I did not stop.

      “Arete?” My sister’s voice was no longer playful when she called me for the second time. “I said stop.”

      I ignored her. The ground beneath my naked feet was rough and cold, a collection of rocks and grass bent flat by our repeated daring.

      “Fine, you won!” Her voice was tight, now; worried. “Now stop.”

      I felt the cold fingers of the wind between my hair, the sound of dry leaves rustling like cornered snakes. I pickup up the pace.

      “Arete!” Minyade’s voice was strained. “Stop! You’re getting too close!”

      She started running toward me, but it was too late.

      I was fourteen at that time.

      I did not believe I would die. I was convinced something would happen and I would be saved.

      Perhaps the rock under my feet would never end. Maybe the gods themselves would intervene and rescue me. Who knew? When the hard ground ended and only emptiness remained, I might start flying.

      I was wrong. Nothing of that happened. When I fell, the whole world pushed down on me with rage.

      The fall lasted perhaps five seconds. Then came the void.

      They say you see the life you lived before you die. It comes to you in flashes; people you met, things you did, mistakes you made. But I was too young. My whole life was ahead of me. There wasn’t enough for me to see. That’s why I glimpsed something else.

      Shadows and lights, a tapestry of images almost impossible to unravel appeared behind my eyes. Among that blur of shapes I recognized a face, clear as the tip of a mountain towering on a sea of mist. I was looking at myself, but it was another me, a different person from the child I knew. She was taller, older. Her hair was longer, and of the wrong shade of brown. She was smiling at me, but it was a sad smile, one you give to someone you know is about to die.

      That was how it felt to see the future.

      I woke up at home the day after, feeling nothing below my waist. My mother told me the first thing I blurted out when I woke up was: ‘Not yet’.

      I barely remember that time, now. It’s like summoning the life of someone else, someone mythical, who might or might not have existed; like seeing shadows on the back of a cave. You don’t know what you’re staring at until you turn and look at what projects them. You don’t know if you are living your life, or a dream inside your life.

      Sometimes I feel like I am still falling from that precipice, that my whole life has been an illusion: a shadow on the back of a cave.

      Maybe it would have been better if I had died on that day.

      Maybe that fall was meant to be my end, but somehow Atropos—the Fate who severs the life of mortals by cutting their threads—was drunk, or distracted.

      Maybe I am a leftover of a dream never meant to happen.
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            IN THE ORACLE’S SHADOW

          

          PRESENT

        

      

    

    
      Delphi is the center of the world.

      Apollo, the god of poetry, archery and medicine protects the walls of the sacred temple and the people who live within them. They say in time of old he slew a monster called the Pythia and elected Delphi as a bastion of prophecy and divine power.

      “This,” he said, “will be the place where the shadows of the future are dispelled with the light of prophecies.”

      And so it was. The temple of Delphi was founded to be a beacon of hope for those who sought reassurances in a world plagued by uncertainty.

      Apollo gave his power of foretelling to a woman, a priestess called the Pythia, a title she took after the monster killed by the god. From that moment on, people of every birth and station came from all over the world to seek the woman’s wisdom.

      When I think of those days so long ago, I wonder what it takes to be the Pythia. On my first day at Delphi I pictured her as a goddess, powerful and regal, unlike any mortal. I now know that is not the truth. I saw the Pythia many times over the years, and she doesn’t look much different from any other woman.

      She is short, her auburn hair falls freely over her shoulders, like a shining waterfall of chestnut brown water. She is handsome, but the gods didn’t gift her with the kind of beauty that would make men stare. Her majesty resides in the way she carries herself, in the depth of her eyes and in the power of her voice.

      I should know none of this. My eyes are not supposed to bathe in her glory. Seeing her as she delivers the divine-inspired words is a privilege only the high priests share, but I have something none of them know.

      The crack in the south-west wall of the building is a secret I have shared with no one. Through it I can see the Pythia as she delivers her wisdom in short, cryptic sentences. Most are recorded in the ancient archives, kept deep within the guts of the temple with other oracular statements that shaped the fate of the world.

      The younger priests who take care of the temple’s property ought to know them as part of their training. I hear them chanting them while they sweep the porch, carry provisions inside the building and dump the garbage outside.

      They repeat the wisdom of the oracle, and I listen as if I am drinking a cup of nectar filled with knowledge and immortality.

      Some statements spoken by the oracle are known by many people throughout Hellas and beyond. They are embedded into the fabric of history now and forever.

      When the emperor Xerxes son of Darius—ruler of Persia and Media and a dozen other lands—came to finish the job of enslaving Greece initiated by his father, the Athenians consulted the Oracle of Delphi. This was the Pythia’s answer:

      
        
        A wall of wood alone shall not fail you.

      

      

      Everyone knows what happened afterward. The Spartan King Leonidas, his brave three hundred and their allies, died at Thermopylae; the Persian army advanced unchallenged inside the mainland and Athens was burned to the ground. What stopped the sons of the East to flood into the rest of Greece and destroy the Hellenes once and for all? It was the Athenian’s fleet that gave Greece her victory against the millions of Xerxes.

      Ships by the hundreds, in the Straits of Salamis: A wall made of wood, against which the imperial armada of Xerxes shuttered into splinters.

      No one could have predicted this outcome when the armies of the Persian Empire bridged the Hellespont and marched in their myriads to enslave Greece. No one but the Pythia.

      Hundreds of years before the Persian War, the Pythia said to the Spartan lawgiver Lycurgus:

      
        
        Love of money and nothing else will ruin Sparta.

      

      

      And it did. Generations after Lycurgus, the gold and silver Sparta’s soldiers sent home after the Peloponnesian War proved to be Sparta’s undoing, and the beginning of their downfall as a city and as a culture.

      Perseus, Herakles, Agamemnon and other legendary figures also came here, to seek the wisdom of the High Priestess of Apollo.

      Princes, kings, emperors and heroes come to her, begging for a solution to their predicaments. They themselves, come before the Pythia when their future looks the darkest. They come here for hope. The High Priestess only delivers the truth as God shows it. Some read good omens in her words, some do not.

      I heard many of her pronouncements in the years I spent in Delphi, and I take comfort in a wisdom that doesn’t belong to me. I revel in it, knowing it’s an honor I don’t deserve to share. It shames me, thinking who I am: a beggar, nothing more than a lowlife who lives off other people’s leftovers.

      I used to dream the Pythia would save me. It was years ago, when I stumbled my way to Delphi after losing everything. I didn’t imagine what the future had in store for me. I still had hope. I was a fool.

      Now I recognize those dreams for what they truly are: the gods’s way of amusing themselves with the struggle of a mortal waiting to die.
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            AFTER THE FALL

          

          PAST

        

      

    

    
      When I fell from the cliff I lost something.

      I had always been the fastest child in Arkanis. I could outrun older boys, sixteen or seventeen years of age, and keep running for hours after the toughest of them had spent all their strength. It was in my blood.

      My father—his name was Agamedes—had been a messenger of the city’s council in his youth, entrusted by the elders to dispatching messages to other polis when times of need arose. He could make the trip from Arkanis to Othiria, north of the Sacred Ridge, in less than three hours. When our city desperately needed a blessed ointment produced in Attica, he reached Athens in five turnings of the sun, and came back in four. A fast horse would have made the same trip through the rocky plains in no less than two weeks, and would have risked broken a leg on the way.

      Agamedes was the fastest man Arkanis ever had, and the gods had passed his skill to me.

      Until the fall.

      When my sister Minyade rushed home crying for help, she found my mother and my aunt Marsya. They brought me home on a makeshift stretcher made with sticks and their own stoles.

      My mother sent Minyade to fetch the physician, while my aunt went to call my father.

      The physician arrived hours before my father. He determined I had shattered a dozen bones and lost so much blood it was a marvel I was still alive.

      My mother asked him if I would live.

      His answer was stark. “Woman, do you not see what is in front of you? She already has one foot in Charon’s boat. Make the arrangements for the burial.” He probed my right foot, purple and swollen, then he turned toward my mother and said in a lower voice, “She won’t last the night.”

      He was wrong. I did last the night, and the night after that. A week passed, and I was still breathing. Every part of my body hurt, but I defied all the odds and refused to die. It took another two weeks to regain sensation in the lower part of my body, and when that happened I endured waves of new pain. There were moments I could barely breathe, and I passed out more times than I can count, but somehow I survived.

      The physician credited his medical skill for my recovery, and the favor of a god.

      “She might live,” he said reluctantly as I survived the third week. “But she will be a cripple for the rest of her life, and a burden for her family.” With the same certainty he said I would die, he assured my family I would never walk again.

      Once again, he was wrong.

      It took me two months to leave my bed, but despite the physician’s prognosis I did walk. Almost. My walk was more of an awkward wobble. I carried my right leg as a dead weight, straining to remain upright and fighting for every step.

      It got better as I became used to my new balance, and there were good days when I could limp to the nearest water well almost without feeling pain. But I never ran like before.

      When it became clear I would survive, my parents scolded me for my foolishness. What possessed me to do such a thing? How could I have been so stupid? My sister—two years older than I—cried and said it was her fault. She had taught me the game. She was supposed to care for me.

      But it wasn’t her fault.

      Time and time again I was close to telling my family the real reason I jumped from that cliff, but I always stopped myself.

      I was a coward, a craven, a selfish girl unworthy of their love.

      They all died without knowing the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            THE BEGGAR AND THE SAVIOR

          

          PRESENT

        

      

    

    
      The Pythia’s wisdom nourishes the soul, but does little for the flesh. My body needs food and water to survive.

      Delphi is a place unlike any other. It provides the means to survive, even for a crippled beggar who can barely walk. In this place, it is the world that comes to the Temple of Apollo.

      “For the love of Zeus, the Sky Father. A coin for a starving girl?” I lift my bare hands up as a young man passes by. He tosses me a sharp look and moves on without a second glance.

      Asking for scraps of food or spare coins is an art to itself. You have to train yourself to notice who, among the flood of people coming to Delphi, will most likely give you something. Asking to the wrong people for too many times means starving. Here, among the beggars of Delphi, if you can’t read people, you die.

      There are many things one can learn from the way people talk and carry themselves.

      Visitors happy with their lot in life are easy to spot. They don’t walk, they swing, gliding about in a daze. They move faster than other visitors. Sometimes they glance at the sky with a knowing smile. They mumble thanks to the gods because they are happy with the prophecy of the Pythia; and it shows.

      If I can find them, they will give me an obol or two, a wineskin, or perhaps a honey cake. If I can find three of them in a day, I won’t have to worry about eating for the rest of the week.

      Unfortunately, visitors have been scant and far between of late, and the ones who came to Delphi showed little generosity.

      I notice a Lydian woman dressed in a gorgeous silk tunic. She is carrying a small child in her arms as she walks away from the temple.

      “For the love of Zeus, the Freedom Giver,” I say, raising my hands in her direction. “Please, a coin for a sick girl.”

      The woman curses under her breath and hurries forward, tightening the grip on her child.

      It is to be expected. Most of the visitors ignore me. Some will turn to look in my direction for a second or two, and if I have picked well, I get charity in the form of food; coins if the gods feel generous.

      What I must avoid is the person in every ten that can hurt me. They are the visitors confused by the oracle’s statement, or angry because they didn’t get what they expected.

      Many travelers spend weeks under a scorching sun to reach Delphi. It is understandable to expect answers. They want closure, a resolution to their problem. If they don’t get it, frustration arises, and with it comes violence.

      “For the love of Zeus, the Averter of Ills, a coin for a hungry girl?”

      A Thracian woman twice my size glares at me, nostrils flaring. “Scum
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