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The Maze of Minos

Book Three of the Osteria Chronicles

* * *

by

TAMMIE PAINTER





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

Pasiphae

ARES SLEEPS AFTER our bedsport. And with him it truly is sport—ambitious, combative, competitive, animal—not the dull tenderness of ordinary lovemaking. But my mind won’t quiet, so I slide out of bed, slip a robe over my shoulders, and slink over to my dressing table, the silk of the garment whisking with each step. I don’t know what draws me to the table. It’s not as if I’m going to make up my face at this hour of the night. Moonlight glints off the cut-glass bottles that contain lotions of youth my sister Circe makes for me and lends an otherworldly hue to the jewels dangling from their holders. But it’s the reflection of the full moon in the blade of the dagger given to me by my father, the titan Helios, that catches my eye.

I pick up the weapon, admiring how perfectly the hilt fits my hand. I glance up to the mirror to see my lover sprawled across my bed. How vulnerable is Ares? Since his outburst, the one in which he insulted all the gods including that little trollop Aphrodite, he has once again been banned from Olympus and all but the most rudimentary of his powers have been taken away, but is he mortal now? And if he is immortal still, how badly can he be wounded? I watch my finger stroke down the length of the dagger’s edge and over the hilt.

Without warning, a hand covers mine then grips. I fight the instinct to jerk, not wanting to end up with my hand over the blade. The grip squeezes tighter, pressing the carvings on the hilt into my palm.

"Planning on trimming your nails?" Ares asks in a voice that is both playful and threatening.

I meet his dark eyes in the mirror’s reflection. The sight of him makes me wonder why I got out of bed. Why, when I couldn’t sleep, didn’t I just rouse him for another round of bedsport?

"For all your lack of power, you're still stealthy," I say, feeling an ache for him building between my legs. I decide not to play games. Truth will get us back into bed sooner. "I was merely wondering if the knife of a titan could kill you."

With a twisting motion, I turn toward him. He loosens his grip slightly but doesn't let go. Unable to drop the dagger, I end up pointing the blade at him.

"You're refreshingly honest," he says, leaning in to kiss me. The tip of the dagger touches his toned midsection. One push and I would learn the answer to my question.

"Yes, but are you?" I ask as I give the dagger a gentle push. The question, asked simply to be coquettish, stirs up the chariots that had been racing through my mind and keeping me from sleep. The chariots that carry banners that read: Why does Ares want me?

"Does it matter?" he asks as his lips brush across my neck, sending shivers through my body. But before my legs can step toward the bed, my mouth blurts out the questions that could drive Ares from my bed forever.

"Do you really want me as your partner or have you chosen me because of my ties with the titans? Did you put me in the Osterian Council seat for Aryana after Pelias died because I was the best choice?" I find I am clutching the dagger more tightly, my arm tensed to push. I may be foolish in my feelings for Ares, but I will not let him play me like some naive girl.

"I’ll admit, I certainly want you more than Pelias; you’re far better looking. Although not as obedient." He snaps the fingers of his free hand. A jolt shoots up my arm and forces me to drop the dagger. He steps over the weapon to the bed and stretches out on his back. Even in the moonlight, I can see he is ready for me. He pats the bed as if calling a cat to jump up. His refusal to answer annoys me. I stand my ground.

"I am not one of your vigiles trained to follow orders. Unlike Pelias, I can think for myself." He turns onto his side, resting his head in his hand. "You haven’t answered my question. What do you want?"

He eyes my body, scanning it from head to toe as he licks his lips. I roll my eyes and tie my robe closed. He gives a sigh of resignation and sits up.

"You know what I want," he says as if speaking to a slow child. "I want war. With that war, I want to take over Osteria. I want all of Osteria to be like Aryana. I want to be the only god and, yes, if you can prove yourself worthy, I would gladly make you the one by my side when all is said and done. I find I desire you. Repeatedly. And I think you are clever enough to make me a worthy partner. You only need to prove yourself."

"How?" I ask, my heart thudding with excitement and relief. He does want me. This is not just a matter of convenience or lust for him.

"If I told you, then we wouldn’t be proving your cleverness, would we? We’d be proving mine and I already know my own worth," he says, shifting to lounge back on the pillows and putting his hands behind his head. He’s waiting for an answer, waiting for me to, in an instant, strategize how to plunge Osteria into war.

I think for a moment. Aryana is strong, but to take over Osteria would require more than what we have since the other eleven poli could eventually overwhelm us. "You’ll need more forces, a larger army," I say hesitantly as the ideas roll into my head. Ares glances at me, curiosity brightening his eyes and encouraging me to keep my train of thought moving. "After Aryana, Minoa has the largest vigile force in Osteria. If we, if I," I add with emphasis, "can convince Minos to join his forces to ours," I trail off, not even finishing the sentence as my brain works faster than my tongue can keep up. "But if he doesn’t, then we can’t take ‘no’ for an answer. We trick him into angering the poli so they start a war with him. With them distracted—"

Before I can complete my plan, Ares leaps from the bed, clearly aroused. He unties my robe with one hand as the other pinches my nipple. I moan and make a feeble attempt to push him away. I'm no fool to think Ares loves me. I don't even know if he can love me, but to be granted the attention of a god, to be chosen by one, it's hard not to fall under his spell.

"Don’t treat me like you did Poseidon," he says, bending down to kiss my small breasts. He licks the dog tattoo that matches his own. "Don’t ever refuse me."

"That’s it," I gasp, an idea seizing me as his fingers flick between my legs.

"Yes, it is," Ares says as he guides me to the bed, leaning back and waiting for me. I don’t join him. I need to untangle this knot of ideas before I lose it.

"No, my son. We could use him—" My words are cut off when Ares, not wanting to wait any longer, stands and lifts me onto him as he leans on the edge of the bed.

"Your son," he groans. "The icing on a very satisfying cake." Has he planned to use my son all along? I don’t have time to dwell on the question. In a deft move, the first attack I like to call it, he flips over and is on top of me. His hips moving slowly. "Will you, a mother, give him to my cause if I need him?"

I almost hate myself for how good it feels to be with him, to be needed by him, to be proud of the pleasure I give him, to know that I can give him something no one else can even if it is my only child. I am a fool who has fallen for a god.

"Anything," I cry out as pleasure crashes through me.




















CHAPTER TWO

Aegeus

MY GUT LURCHES at the sound of the bells tolling from the temple. I shake my head, chastising my own nerves, but I can hardly believe this ringing is for me. Getting married. At my age. And to a woman I barely know. I grin and wonder how many of the people who will watch me today think I’m a fool. 

As the bells peal again, Eston, a man from the Califf Lands, puts the final touches on my clothes and indicates for me to face the mirror. The sight turns my nervous smile into an awkward grimace. Even in my dressing chamber with only Eston’s eyes on me, I feel as conspicuous as a Portacean peacock. The silver-trimmed tunic is so white I swear it could serve as a night beacon in the Harbor of Athenos. Eston climbs onto a stool to drape me in the ceremonial Athenian cloak whose back is embroidered with a watchful owl. The pressure of the heavy woolen garment is like a stone pressing down on my shoulders. I shift to settle the weight. Then, since Eston’s fussing has sent my vigile charm askew yet again, I adjust the small silver owl I wear on a leather thong around my neck. Just as I get it centered on my chest where it should be, the slim, perfumed man reaches up to place a gold circlet on my head. I back away.

"It is only for today," Eston says in his strange accent that turns it into eet and is into eez. I look at the object in his hands. The band of the crown is only as wide as my thumb and its circumference is decorated with tiny owls no bigger than the width of a child’s finger. The thing is finely made and I wonder if Hephaestus, god of metalworking, had a hand in crafting it. The thought of the patron god of the Helena polis brings to mind my son, Theseus. I sent him an invitation weeks ago. Why has he not come?

"She will be wearing one too," Eston says and for a moment, misunderstanding the first heavily accented word, I think he means Theseus. The gist of his phrase sinks in as he stares at me with an expression that announces louder than a town crier the utter disappointment my bride will feel if I appear at the temple without this bit of decoration. The thought of upsetting her melts my resolve.

"Fine. Put it on." I tilt my head and he slips the circlet over my dark, silver-streaked curls. I had thought of cropping my hair so I would look like the vigile commander I am, but my love adores my hair long and insisted I leave it uncut for today. I shift awkwardly as the memory of her fingers slipping through my curls the first time we made love sends a surge of heat to my groin.

Dear Athena, what a whirlwind of passion I’ve been caught up in! I haven’t been so taken with a woman since Aethra, Theseus’s mother who still lives only a few days’ ride south in the Helena polis. Unexpectedly, I’m consumed with a sense of nostalgia for her. She never asked for anything, whereas my betrothed has been pestering me for weeks about naming the child in her belly heir over my firstborn son, Theseus. I chide myself over this unfair comparison and briefly wonder if it is bad luck to think fondly of your first true love when another woman waits to become your bride.

"Please, sit down, Highness," Eston says. I don’t bother to correct the small man as I "seet" on a bench stool before him. If he hasn’t learned from the first five times I’ve told him that he should address me as "President," not "Highness," he certainly won’t learn to do so on the sixth. Or he could just damn well call me Aegeus. After all, he’s seen me naked; it seems only right we should be on first-name terms.

"Am I tickling you, Highness?" he asks, pulling back in response to my snort of laughter.

"No, a funny thought is all."

"Please, your foot, sire. The time is near."

I rest my foot with its newly polished toenails on Eston’s knee as he squats before me. In a smooth motion, he slips a sandal over my foot then braids the golden laces into an intricate pattern around my calf. As his fingers flit over the leather straps, I wonder how in Athena’s name I will ever get the damn shoe off without his help. 

With a final flourish, Eston ties off the laces and sets my left foot aside. The right foot is bound up just as quickly. Once he’s done I start to stand, ready to get this fussing over with, but Eston, not rising from his kneeling position, puts his hands up in a signal to halt.

"Sire, if you will wait. I have this."

He holds up a small ring.

"Oh no," I say, rising up and stepping around him. "Bad enough I’m as shiny as a new drachar, but I am not wearing a toe ring like a woman."

Eston shrugs. Over the past two hours, he’s won the circlet battle, the pedicure war, and the heated argument over dusting me with gold powder. His look of concession tells me he knows he’s already pushed his fanciful luck far enough for one day and is willing to stop while he’s ahead. This little Califf man would make a wise companion at the gambling tables.

Like so many of the Califf, Eston is small with dark features. When he stands up after tucking the ring back into his box of decorative treasures, the top of his head barely reaches my shoulder. He has such a slight build I feel bulky beside him despite having kept myself trim by sticking to the same daily training any low-ranking vigile would endure, even though my presidential status exempts me from these exercises. 

Perched on a stool to gain some height, Eston brushes my shoulders of whatever mystery dust has settled on them in the past few minutes, then straightens the cloak as he watches his work in the mirror. When he sees my owl has gone askew again, his hand moves to the charm, but before I can say anything, he closes his fingers and pulls his hand back as if the owl will snap its beak at him. Apparently, I have won another battle today: No one touches my vigile charm.

"Perhaps you’d like to—" he trails off, eyeing the owl that has wandered up to the left side of my chest again. I straighten it and he steps back, judging me.

"It is good work." His tone is that of an artist who has been forced to paint on a tattered canvas. "My sister Estia will have done something more elegant with the lady."

As if my bride needs any adornment.

My personal guards—Kyros, Pheres, and Zethros—come to collect me. In truth, they are more friends than protectors and I trust their advice more than any of the people on my privy council. They are the men I trained with and fought beside before I was ever president. I know them better and love them better than my own brothers.

It is only when they see me and laugh so hard they snort, that my nerves truly threaten to take hold. Me, the man who has never been defeated in battle, never met a challenge he didn’t conquer, trembling at the prospect of today’s event.

"You can always back out," Kyros says. Although he says it with a tone of jest and a smile on his full lips, his hazel eyes are serious and I know he would rather take me to the nearest tavern than the temple.

These three have told me more than once not to entwine myself with this woman who arrived so mysteriously bearing a tale more tragic than anything my playwrights could imagine. They have made their arguments that there is more to her than she lets on, that she is pushing for rights she hasn’t earned, that she may not be as innocent as she pretends, and that she could be dangerous. Some of this I have heeded. I have not given in to her in regards to changing Theseus’s status as my heir, but the advice not to marry her, no, that I could not take because I swear I was hers the moment I watched her approach Athenos on a painted horse last winter. From the way she speaks and carries herself, it’s clear that my dark-haired beauty is one of the Osterian nobility, and I have insisted her status requires she be more than just my mistress. My friends have asked her to tell them her full story, but she cunningly avoids saying exactly who she is or where she’s from whenever the conversation steers in that direction. 

Except with me. 

And to me, it didn’t matter. The moment I heard her story of how a servant smothered her babies and laid the blame on her, of how that blame turned into a campaign against her and forced her to run for fear of her life, I promised to keep her identity secret and I felt an overwhelming desire to protect her. My men saw this protection turn to love and, once they realized their efforts to dissuade me were going nowhere, they kept their mouths shut against their objections, except to insist I don’t name her child heir over Theseus—an objection I accept because the people of Athenos would not tolerate it. Once I had eased their worries over this matter, they kept quiet about my sudden fall into love, until today when it is expected that friends will chide a husband-to-be. Still, their jests this afternoon have carried an undertone of severity.

"You did say you would wait for Theseus to be here," Pheres says, arching a black eyebrow like a punctuation mark.

"I sent the invitation weeks ago and have received no response. He clearly doesn’t care to see me looking like some gilded fool," I say, my tone a mix of humor and irritation as I indicate my garments. Even though my three companions have donned brilliant white tunics and gleaming ceremonial breastplates embossed with the owl of Athena, next to them I feel ridiculous dressed in this costume and decorated with Eston’s flourishes. "Besides, you know we must wed."

"Yours wouldn’t be the first bastard born in Athenos. By Hades," Zethros slaps me companionably on the back, "it wouldn’t even be the first bastard you’ve made." His deep voice rumbles with amusement at his own joke.

"She wants the child legitimate. It’s important to her," I respond, pushing down once more the memories of Aethra and her lack of concern that Theseus be born in wedlock. I remind myself that Aethra was not highborn. She was elegant, she was skilled in her metalworking, but she was not of the nobility so had no need to concern herself with the legitimacy of her child. 

Nor of making a life with me, apparently. 

I curse myself for my bitter thoughts. I had been on such a high that day when I rode to her and asked her to marry me. With the unprompted backing of my vigiles I had just won the presidency of my polis and wanted her in Athenos by my side. But she did not want to leave her home—Helenians have always been strangely attached to their polis and will rarely leave it unless commanded to. As neither her leader nor her husband, I could not command anything of her. Her refusal crushed me.

"Well then, better not delay,” Pheres says, jarring me back to the moment. “She’s starting to show and may not fit into her wedding gown much longer. When did you say you first bedded her?" he asks, arching his other eyebrow.

"None of your business." The state of her pregnancy is an argument I’ve already had with her, but she swears the babe inside her is mine. She has explained to me the spells that can speed a woman’s pregnancy and that she has used them because she is eager to make a gift of a new son to me. "Now walk with me to the temple so we can be done with this spectacle."

And so they march with me to my fate. I’ve been on campaign in the deserts beyond Bendria, in the snows of the Hooded Mount, and in the marshes at the foot of the Low Mountains, but never before has a walk seemed so long as today’s three-block trek from my home to the temple. Why does the weather have to be so fine? Any other early spring day would carry a threat of rain or bear enough of a chill in the air to keep people indoors. But my wedding day brings clear skies and pleasant temperatures. I swear half the populace of Osteria fills the streets, cheering me and tossing primrose petals to line my route. The road behind is littered with dots of pastel pinks, yellows, and blues while the road ahead threatens to stretch on forever.

In front of the steps that lead up to the temple’s interior, stand six ladies: the head Athenian priestess, her assistant—a gorgeous woman by the name of Medusa who Pheres has been going on about since her recent induction—three of my soon-to-be-wife’s maids, and the bride herself. Athena, the goddess who guides me and protects my polis, would normally preside over a presidential wedding, but she has been absent these past months on some godly business or other and has not even met my new bride yet. When my eyes catch sight of the ceremonial marriage cloth that will bind me to my wife, my throat goes dry and suddenly feels as tight as a reed clogged with river mud.

Even with our baby giving the slightest swell to her belly, the woman before me is seductively beautiful. Her clothes match mine, but Eston is right: his sister has a finer skill than he does; of course, Estia also had a far better canvas to start from. The bright white dress glitters with silver embroidered owls, each of which has tiny rubies for eyes. The owls of Athena traditionally have topaz or emerald eyes, but the rubies were a compromise when my bride first opted for a gown in her favorite color: maroon-red. Even though I indulge my love on most things, I put my foot down on that one. No woman should adorn herself in the color of death and mourning on her wedding day. Surprisingly, my headstrong bride agreed as long as she could wear the color somewhere on her outfit.

I step up to her wanting to be done with all of this, desiring nothing more than to grab the wedding cloth, flip it over our hands, declare my words, and take her into the temple where a bed stands ready for us to complete the marriage ceremony.

"You look beautiful, Med—"

She puts a finger to my lips. I’m not supposed to say the name out loud. Vicious rumors still circulate and she fears retribution if anyone recognizes her. She says she knows ways to disguise herself, ways I don’t understand because I have never seen her wear any mask or veil to hide her beautiful face. Even to me she wouldn’t give her true name until she announced she was pregnant and declared that she wanted no secrets between us. Now, it is the name I call out when we make love. Her name, like her body, is a passionate secret only I have access to, but in public she asks to be known as Aegea so our names can be as well-matched as our hearts.

We turn to face the priestess. Her auburn hair is braided and twisted into a pile on her head in the same manner as all the women who serve in the temple—once they make their vows, they must grow their hair to a specific length to achieve the style. As with any of Athena’s servants, she bears a stern beauty and a look in her emerald eyes that hovers somewhere between wanting to protect you and wanting to condemn you. These priestesses are the judges of my polis, and more than one criminal has confessed under their all-knowing gaze.

Aegea and I take hands. I note the ring on her finger. The hinged jewel is too big for her delicate hands. I have offered to buy her a different one, but she insists that this ring has a special meaning to her and she prefers it to all others. I look into my bride’s eyes so deeply I lose myself in the blackness of her pupils. The words of the priestess sound far away as my head spins with the thought of what I’m doing. Marriage. When Aethra refused me I swore I would never let my hand be bound, that I would leave myself free for the day when I could return to the mother of my son. But here I am, my resolve swayed by the clever and passionate woman beside me.

Before I realize it, the priestess is unwinding the cloth from our hands and calling out the final words of the ceremony. When she passes the cloth to her assistant, she turns and leads my wife and I into the temple. Only in the priestess’s company are we allowed into the sacred confines beyond the steps and columns at the front of the structure, and only rulers must prove their marriage in this public manner. I think I should look around, take in the sights of this inner sanctum of the goddess Athena, but I can focus on nothing except the bed that has been placed in the deepest part of the temple. I envy the common people who don’t have to be subjected to this embarrassing stunt.

The priestess steps aside. She will stay, but at a respectful distance. When we are done she will lead us out to what I’m sure will be a raucous and ribald crowd of well-wishers. 

I slip off my cloak. My shoulders feel airy after freeing them of the garment’s weight and warmth. I drop my tunic to the marble floor, but have no desire to attempt my sandals’ laces, so I leave them on. My wife unfastens her own cloak—a light thing of silk—and I kneel before her to kiss her belly through the dress. As I stand, I pull the dress up and over her head, then toss it into the pile with my clothes.

We climb into the tall bed and I lay on my back so she can mount me. I know I should hold back. I know of the superstition that if I don’t give my wife pleasure in this sacred bed, our marriage will be troubled, but the idea of where we are, the sight of her breasts, and the sweet scent of her skin when I sit up to suck them is too much. In only a few strokes, I am crying out, giving no thought to my words as I groan the secret name only I can use. 

"Medea, oh gods, Medea."




















CHAPTER THREE

Theseus

"YOU CAN’T LEAVE just to go to some wedding," Perseus says. "You’re one of the best of my crew."

"I’m practically all that’s left of your crew," I say. We left Menelaus in Seattica to continue his perpetual pursuit of Helen. His brother Agamemnon joined him. The twins Castor and Pollux have resumed their self-appointed roles as guardians over their troublesome sister like a pair of unwanted hawks. And, according to what he boasted to me, Paris is now tricking all four of them by sneaking into Helen’s bed under all of their noses. So, of those of us who returned with Perseus after the Argoa’s voyage to Colchis, only myself, Bellerophon, and Perseus himself remain.

"Yes, but you are the best, which I still find surprising considering you grew up in Helena."

I hold the letter up. After having been forwarded from Helena to the Docklands, Perseus’s stepfather, knowing where the Argoa would stop next, sent the sealed message on to Seattica. It had been waiting for me when we returned from making a tour of the northern Osterian coastline and the many islands in those waters. By the time I read it, the invitation was already weeks old and the wedding long since over. "I’ve already missed the wedding, but it’s still my duty to pay honor to my father’s new wife."

"Why bother? Your father left your mother years ago."

"Yes, but he’s still made me heir to Athenos," I say a little more defensively than I intend.

"I don’t understand, I thought Athenos was a democracy," Bellerophon says.

"It is and it isn’t," I explain. "The people of Athenos elect a president who has a term of six years. At that time, other candidates can throw their hats into the ring, but it’s nearly unheard of for a good leader not to get re-elected." I think of telling him the story of a corrupt election in which the ruling president, who was loved by nearly every Athenian, lost. It was later revealed the supposed winner had cast false ballots using the names of dead people. But to keep the lesson concise, I continue with just the basics. "A president can nominate someone to rule after him; historically this has been his or her own child or grandchild, but sometimes, as happened with my father, the vigiles will encourage the current president to nominate one of their commanders. The president can step down from duties anytime and this nominee will rule until the end of that term. If the nominee has proven himself, it’s rare for him not to win the next election. So, in essence, it’s a monarchy that gets voted in."

"And you’re your father’s nominee?" Bellerophon asks after a pause to absorb the complexity of Athenian democracy.

I nod.

"Oh sure, he’s secured your place as the next Athenian ruler, but what has he done for you since?" Perseus chides.

It’s true. Aegeus has had only a small role in my life. I know he did love my mother, but she was too true a Helenian to leave her polis to marry him. I can’t blame him for leaving; who wouldn’t accept the rule of one of the most prestigious poli in all of Osteria over a life as a nobody in Helena. 

My mother, Aethra, often told me that before Aegeus left to begin his presidency, he begged her to send me to him when I was ready. He left with her his family sword, a blade superbly crafted from the finest Helenian metal. Watching from the center of the sword’s hilt is the face of an owl with eyes of dark topaz. Spreading out from the center, the crossbar had been cast to resemble the wings of a great owl in flight. The weapon, a blend of Helenian and Athenian like me, was named Owl.

"When he can wield this, I would like him to come to me, if he wants," he had said, placing the weapon next to my cradle. My mother, usually misty-eyed by this time in the story, said I gripped Owl’s hilt’s as best I could with my tiny fingers.

When I was a toddler, Aegeus would show up for a day or two when he found time to escape his presidential duties, but with each re-election, his opportunities to leave politics behind to visit his child grew slimmer. I was twelve the last time I saw him. He’d just won his second six-year term and wanted me to join him in Athenos for the summer to teach me the ways of my polis, but of course, as he was not my mother’s husband, Aethra had the final say in whether I went or not. 

Although in some poli I would be his property by right, women in Helena retain all rights over their children and he could not command my mother to give me up. I wanted to go. Gods, how I longed to get out of Helena. Although I’m half Helenian and should have been born a homebody, I think my father’s blood has given me an Athenian’s curiosity about the world. At his request, my mother simply pointed at Owl.

"Go on, son. You’ve been practicing, haven’t you?" Aegeus had said, hope filling his grey eyes. I knew the rule: Only when I could wield my father’s sword would I be untied from my mother’s apron strings.

I had practiced—or tried to at any rate—but the sword was so big and, as a boy, I was on the small side. It would still be many years before I hit the growth spurt that would make me taller and stronger than most men. Owl was a true warrior’s sword, and I oiled it often just to feel the weight of it in my lap. 

Using the metalworking skills every Helenian learns in school, I honed the edge once a year—although with no use, it never needed it. Still, I thought it good to get in the habit of keeping it sharp. But, with my small size, to do this routine task I had to drag the scabbard off rather than pulling the blade from its sheath then scoot the weapon onto my lap to work with it. Every day I tried to lift my father’s sword. Every day certain this time I would find Owl’s balance and swing the blade like a vigile in the battlefield. But I couldn’t even get the tip off the ground. I’d strained my wrists more than once by pushing my efforts too far.

Still, the hope in my father’s eyes on that last visit had filled me with a foolish confidence. I knew this day Owl would come ringing from its scabbard and I would swing it in a whooshing arc that would ring across the courtyard of our apartment building. In my head I could hear my friends’ oohs and ahhs at the sight of my strength and skill.

I grabbed the hilt. Although she always encouraged me and was never unkind, my mother shook her head, then passed a scolding look to my father. Aegeus missed the glance as he watched me with expectant eyes.

"You can do it," he said in his big, yet gentle voice with its melodic northern accent. "Just find the balance and center yourself."

I knew this. I knew swords. Every Helenian knows swords. Even if we aren’t natural born fighters or adventurers, we are the ones who supply Osteria with the blades that win battles and become legend. Since I could walk, I’d played with wooden swords and engaged in mock battles with metal short swords that had been cooled of the forge’s heat but had yet to be honed. I knew where my center was.

Tightening my small torso, tensing my shoulders, and taking my stance, I heaved on Owl. For the first time ever, I felt the tip leave the ground, and I thought, "This is it. I’ve got the momentum behind me. I’m going to spend the summer with my father." 

The momentum wasn’t behind me, though. It was in front of me. Lifting Owl’s point meant losing my center and losing my center meant losing my balance. I tumbled back, the hilt slipping out of my sweaty hands.

Aegeus bent down to help me up, but I pushed him away. With tears burning my eyes, I ran from the apartment and up a tree where I stayed until I saw him ride off with his three companions. Aegeus wrote me every week, but he never seemed able to find the time to pay us a visit again. The embarrassment and the idea that I had shamed myself so much that my own father couldn’t face me filled me with determination. It wasn’t enough to polish the sword and try to lift it. I had to train my entire body. 

By the time I was sixteen, I had put on height and muscle. I was finally able to heft the sword, but I couldn’t rush off to show my father, which was probably for the best since I could do nothing more exciting than pick up the weapon and make stabbing motions with it. 

At that age it was time for me to begin my two years of training to become a vigile. This training gave me the strength to not only lift Owl from the ground but to swing it, thrust it, and wield it as if it were an extension of my own arm. Each time I won a sparring match, I wished Aegeus could see me. My mother, although proud of me, could not muster the happiness I felt bursting from my pores. I suppose I could have insisted she let me finish my training in Athenos with the vigiles of my father’s polis, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings and so remained in Helena to complete my two-year training. When I graduated, my mother surprised me with an open-ended travel pass to go to Athenos, to go to my father.

Before I could use the pass, however, a call came up from Portaceae from a vigile named Odysseus. I’d never heard of him, but the commander of my troop was a close friend of his and rallied us behind Odysseus to protect our southern neighbor from an Arean invasion. Owl only devoured a handful of Areans, but he enjoyed the taste of them.

I suppose I should have gone to Athenos then. My travel permit had no dates on it and would be valid for an entire year, but at the end of the fighting, Perseus was gathering a group of men who were ready for adventure. After learning that Perseus captained the Argoa, I worked my way into the group. I may have been young, but I wasn’t foolish enough to pass up a voyage on board that legendary ship. I have to admit there were times I wasn’t sure if we’d make it back from Colchis alive—of course, not all of us did. But since our return, I have continued to be a terrible Helenian by remaining on the Argoa with Perseus and sailing to places that most Helenians haven’t even heard of.

Now, with many adventures under my belt and my father beckoning me to him, I know it’s time to give up my wanderings and head to Athenos to pay homage to my stepmother. 

"My father is giving me a polis when he retires," I tell Perseus.

"Well, you better get there and stake your claim before his new wife gives him a legitimate son. Bastards walk on thin ice when it comes to inheritances," Perseus replies. I can’t say the same idea hasn’t crossed my mind, but it’s nothing I’ve wasted time worrying over. My father has made his will known and I trust his honor would keep him from ever going back on his word. I make my farewells to Bellerophon, a Tillaceaen who has become a close friend over these past months.

"When you get tired of smelling cow dung, come to Athenos," I tell him.

"Tillaceae isn’t all cows," he says, even though the main export from his polis is milk and cheese from the herds of dairy cattle that deliver a pungent welcome when travelers exit the Low Mountain Range and enter his home polis. 

"No, I hear they have floods as well." I pull him into a hug and restate my offer to come to Athenos whenever he likes. 

"I’ll come as soon as I make sure Proteus’s cows haven’t been swept away in one of those floods. That’s assuming Perseus lets me leave," he says with a smile. Although he was raised as a ward of Proteus—a governor of Tillaceae—Bellerophon has a great affection for the man who was more father than warden to him.

To avoid the portage fees in Athenos Harbor, Perseus drops me off at a small dock just outside the city limits. Accustomed to the rolling of the ship, I step awkwardly across the wooden platform that is missing a few boards. Perseus laughs at my gait and I, as a final goodbye to the cocky captain, make a rude gesture with my middle finger. It takes nearly half a mile before my legs stop trying to adjust for the motion of the sea and my body accepts that the ground isn’t going to rise to meet each of my steps. In little time, I am finally walking the streets of Athenos City, my father’s home that I have imagined since I was a boy.

Athenos amazes me. I’ve seen much since leaving Helena, where a tall building is one with two levels and where the only source of energy comes from Hephaestus continually stoking the underworld fires of Mount Helena. Still, I’m thankful I’ve gained some worldly experience before coming here, as I would hate to look like a backcountry tourist walking around with my mouth gaping. 

I know from letters my father has written me over the years that the city, which simply goes by the same name as the entire polis, is built on a theme of balance to symbolize justice. Nothing is asymmetrical here, not the agora, not the buildings, and not even the plants since the trees have been trimmed to a perfect symmetry. This gives the city a clean, precise look, but to my eyes it’s overly formal and after only a few blocks begins to wear on me. I’m tempted to shift a few of the flower-filled ceramic vases that line the sidewalks just to add a touch of spontaneity to the scenery.

Although it’s been weeks since my father’s wedding, the city is still decorated for the celebration with garlands of pink and yellow flowers; congratulatory messages remain hanging from the doors of people’s homes; and as I pass through the agora, I notice vendors continue to sell small wedding cakes and trinkets that bear inscriptions to honor my father and his new bride. 

Athenos is the crown of technological achievement in Osteria, so it's no surprise to see solar-powered lampposts with electric lights starting to come on even though it’s only early evening and daylight still brightens my way. Even the buildings have lights outside them and I can see light that does not have the warm glow of candlelight coming from more than one window. While I’m impressed with the technology, I do wonder why the people don't simply go outside if they need more light. Still, if they're willing to pay the electricity tax the Osteria Council imposes, who am I to criticize?

Following the directions of a signpost, I continue along this portion of the Osteria Road that within the city limits is known as Athena Way. To one side is what appears to be an immense lake with a portion roped off for children to row tiny vessels in. I ask a passerby where the royal palace is and am greeted by a chastising look.

"We've no palace here. This is a democracy," he says in an accent that resembles the heavy Seattican brogue, but with a more lyrical sound to it.

I don't bring up the point that Athenos is a democracy only in name and that I am heir to the supposedly nonexistent throne, but I let his correction slide.

"Apologies. I meant, where does the president live?"

"Just there near the lake. Follow this path around to the villa," he says, adding special emphasis to the final word as if trying to teach a very dim child.

I thank him and follow where he has indicated. 

At its northern end, what I thought was a lake turns out to be a calm bay at the edge of which is a lock—the one Perseus would have had to pay a toll to pass through. Within the bay are a few pleasure boats, but outside the lock are several cargo vessels. At the dock are the usual activities of hauling, loading, cursing, and fighting. 

Following the path, I head toward the most prominent building in the city. I have heard it looks quite similar to the palace in Salemnos, but this building’s domed center juts up higher and the wings look more severe, more imposing than the drawings Jason made of the graceful palace of Salmenos. I think this has to be the royal villa, but huge letters carved in the facade announce it is the Temple of Justice, which I remember my father telling me is what Athenians call their courthouse.

Eventually, I come to a huge house, not a palace, but it could easily be categorized as a mansion. It’s certainly bigger than anyone would need for daily life, but not as vast as the courthouse, nor as cold. Although the front has a square porch lined in columns, a balcony with curved railings softens the angular entryway. 

The parklike setting and the gabled roof give the place a warm appeal. Still, the closer I get to the portico and its row of marble columns that gleam in the sunlight, the more I’m reminded of a temple to one of the Twelve. I even hesitate a moment before climbing the long marble steps to the main entry. Only priests and priestesses, or those they invite, are normally allowed to enter the confines of a temple. But sense returns to me. I am technically heir to this house. I continue my way to the main door. 

A guard with pale blonde hair and wearing a breastplate embossed with an owl stops me.

"Do you have an appointment?" he asks in a tone that’s snobbier than I expect. He glares at me with stern hazel eyes.

"I didn’t know I needed one."

"You’ll have to make an appointment and come back. His Presidency is quite busy." Something about the man is familiar.

"When is the next appointment?"

He pauses as if flipping through the pages of his own mental calendar. As I watch him think, I picture him on a horse riding alongside my father. Could this be one of the companions he brought with him that last time he visited me? "On the Hermesday after next."

Fourteen days? There’s no way I can make my drachars stretch far enough to rent rooms for fourteen days. I reach for the pouch at my belt. The motion is very much like someone reaching for a sword, and the guard’s hand drops to the hilt of his own weapon.

"I’ve a letter," I say, slowly moving my hand past Owl to my pouch. The guard’s face loses its expression of snide derision as his eyes go wide at the sight of Owl’s hilt.

"You’re Athenian? I’m sorry, you don’t sound Athenian."

"Your ears don’t deceive you," I say, unfolding the parchment from my father. "I’m Helenian. My father gave me this sword when I was a baby."

I hold the letter out to him with the official seal facing up, but he doesn’t take it. His manner has gone from authoritative to apologetic and he’s now shifting on his feet like a child in need of a latrine.

"Theseus? Is it you?" I nod and give a mocking arch of my eyebrows. "I didn’t realize who you were. Please, come inside." He gestures me into the mansion. "And if you could not tell your father what I said."

"You were only doing your job."

I pass by him to enter a vast foyer that is flanked by twin sweeping staircases. The foyer alone is larger than the apartment my mother and I shared quite comfortably for my entire life. Before the guard can lead me further, a man and a woman step from the second floor landing onto the right-hand stairway. 

The man is strong and bold with close-cropped, salt-and-pepper hair that makes him look more rugged than old. The woman halts and grips the handrail as if she might tumble down the broad stairs. She’s closer to my age than my father’s and wears her dark hair pulled back with a length of maroon silk. Something about her heart-shaped face strikes me as familiar, but the closer I watch her, the more the sense of recognition disappears. When my father, who hasn’t noticed his wife is no longer walking beside him, sees me, he stops halfway down the steps and stares over the railing for a moment.

"Theseus? Is it you?"

Without warning, my throat catches with emotion and I know I cannot speak without embarrassing myself, so I give a single nod and indicate Owl. Behind my father, the woman scowls, but when he turns to her, her eyes brighten and her face softens warmly. "Dearest, it’s my son, Theseus." All smiles, he rushes down the stairs to clutch me into a bear hug that is so tight I fear my ribs might crack under the pressure. I adore his unbridled affection, but my cheeks burn when the guard and several servants enter just as tears of happiness spill from my eyes.

When he sets me down, I quickly wipe my face. 

"Why did you not send word you were coming? I could have arranged a better greeting than this."

I glance at the guard and can’t help but grin at his discomfort. "My greeting was fine."

"Oh good, Kyros there can be a bit picky about keeping me to my schedule. But meet Aegea. She’s heard so much about you." He turns to look up to where his wife had been standing, but she is no longer there. "Ah, probably went to fix her hair. She’ll be down shortly. Now, let’s get you settled then share a cup of wine while you tell me of these adventures I hear you had to Colchis."

I’m amazed he knows what I’ve been up to, but his mention of the kingdom of Colchis brings back my earlier sensation of recognizing his new bride. Unfortunately, it’s like trying to remember a dream once you’ve woken and the more I try to grasp at it, the further it seems to slip from me. I give up my attempts. I’ve seen dark-haired women with heart-shaped faces in every corner of Osteria I’ve been to. That’s probably as far as the familiarity extends. I stop trying to clutch at my fog of an idea and follow my father, ready for my dry throat to be quenched with a cup or two of wine.








CHAPTER FOUR

Medea

FLYING BACK FROM the landing, I fling myself into my dressing room and just barely resist the urge to slam the door. My heart pounds inside my chest and my breath comes in short, quick pants as I press my back against the wall. Did he recognize me? What in Hades’s name is he doing here? 

Thankfully, my Aunt Circe has taught me many tricks. 

When I first arrived in Athenos, men in black uniforms in the agora kept eyeing me with a bit too much interest and far too much scorn. If my father was going to send Colchian guards to spy on me, I don’t know why he didn’t tell them to disguise themselves. However, their presence gave me the determination to perfect my aunt’s masking charm—a spell that can make a face unfamiliar to the eyes of those who should recognize it. I set to practicing the spell until I could mask my face quickly and without even having to say the words of the charm out loud. 

As an amusement I even learned to cast the spell on others. On days I feel bored with reading or embroidery, I sneak off to the agora and see who I can play with. It’s quite entertaining to watch a man trying to convince his wife he really is her husband. Once the vigiles get called in, I drop the mask and watch the wife writhe in apologetic embarrassment as she tries to figure out why she did not recognize her own spouse.

I’ve perfected the charm even beyond Circe’s teaching, but seeing Theseus so unexpectedly threw me off my game. Even though my first instinct was to flee, I whipped up my disguise the moment I recognized him, but did I do it in time?

 A light knock on the doorjamb sends my bones jumping from my skin.

"Darling, are you alright?" Aegeus asks, stepping into the room. As well as I can, I feign a touch of girlish embarrassment.

"You know the toilet and I can’t be apart for long," I say lightly. It’s true. I am absolutely enamored with the plumbing of Athenos. A simple pull of a cord and everything gets washed into a sewer system under the streets of the city. 

In my father’s fortress castle in Colchis, we have nothing more advanced than a wall niche furnished with a stone bench that has a hole in the center. The hole opens onto the crashing sea far below. Not only is it somewhat frightening, but it’s unbearably cold in the winter, which means the only comfortable way to relieve oneself is into a chamberpot. After the luxury of Athenos, I never again want to have to squat over a porcelain bowl that the servants have forgotten to clean.

It was a risk coming to Aegeus, to the man who rules the polis that is the seat of Osteria’s justice system, but his bachelor status and rumors of his fairness made it a risk worth taking. I did not come to Athenos to grovel for forgiveness from the Court. I came to here with every intention of becoming the most powerful woman in this influential land by securing a place for the child Aegeus would put in me. They may not use the word here, but Aegeus is as good as king, and my son will be the heir to the seat of power as soon as my husband makes good his wedding promise of changing his will. Then who knows what may happen? Kings, especially old kings like Aegeus, are easily done away with without suspicion. And my son will need a regent, I think as I picture myself ruling over Athenos—a picture that is now marred by Theseus’s appearance.

I don’t believe in them, but I swear to all the gods that I thought my unborn child would fall right out of my womb at the shock of seeing that damn Helenian. I didn’t spend as much time with him as with other members of the Argoa’s crew, but I was above decks often enough for him to be able to recognize me now.

Why did he have to show up and ruin everything? I may be able to hide from him with my aunt’s spell, but Theseus is still a thorn in my side. Aegeus loves him. Aegeus is proud of him. Aegeus has given him the owl sword that would only be carried by my husband’s acknowledged heir. I will not have this Helenian, who has never even been to this polis until today, steal my child’s birthright. I will not have him lingering around here using Aegeus’s love for his own gain. Besides, Theseus is nothing more than a bastard; thanks to my insisting Aegeus marry me even though I am still legally wed to Jason, my child will be legitimate.

"If you’re ready, come down, have a cup with us. Theseus is anxious to meet you."

He already has, I think and almost laugh. I bite my cheek and slip my hand onto my husband’s arm. I’ll need to get rid of Theseus, but until I can figure out how to get him out of this polis and out of his father’s affections, I suppose I have to play the part of the loving wife and caring stepmother. Feeling better composed, I don my conjured mask. 

In the sun room, the efficient servants have laid out platters of sliced meats, cheeses, nutty breads, and strawberries as well as jugs of water and wine. I find alcohol makes it hard to maintain the masking spell, so I take only water and a few strawberries.

"Tell us, Theseus, have you brought any news?" Aegeus asks as he sits next to me, his plate mounded with food.

"I’m sure you know more current news than
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