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      So close had he come, this time!

      He had watched the ragged blue outline of Ithaca’s hills slowly climb above the rim of the sea. Tears stifled through his long wandering freed themselves to roll down his cheeks as the sea breeze brought to him the scent of the olive-wood hearth fires of his native land.

      At long last Odysseus relaxed the wariness two decades of danger had knotted into his limbs. Almost he even dared picture himself safe and joyful in Penelope’s arms.

      Then thrusting up out of the sea like Poseidon’s outraged fist, the waterspout fell upon the ship.

      Some of the men at the oars screamed, some prayed, some set their muscles aquiver in a vain attempt to pull away from the spinning mass of foam and sea. Some threw themselves into the bilge to escape the sight of the whirling doom rushing down on them.

      Odysseus cursed himself for ever daring to hope. Even as he bent his back against the steering oar, barking commands to the rowers and sail-handlers, he knew that no maneuvers could evade the serpentine approach of the waterspout. He’d seen the handiwork of the gods too often to mistake it now.

      “Penelope!” he shouted, as the spinning mass swallowed them whole.

      The ship pitched violently. Then lifted from the sea, shooting upward and spinning so fast Odysseus and all his crew were dashed against the planking and each other.

      Only it was not a waterspout that gripped the ship. Or not simply such, for besides the frenzied mix of water and spray, Odysseus beheld a fury of images whirl by. Scenes of land and sea; of ice and ocean and fire, of great golden deserts, and the immense flat brown sheet of an endless flood. He saw pointed edifices strange to him rising from the sand, and masses of people twirling by so fast he could hardly form even the vaguest impression, beyond the sense that they fled from some horror.

      He caught glimpses of warriors armed and dressed in ways strange to him. He saw what he took to be a ship, but floating in the sky instead of the sea, while creatures like jellyfish hovered above. Bizarre figures — gods? — also flew by, half man and half animal. Then something like a giant cat, but formed of fire.

      Then it was gone, and in its place the brown flood swept all before it. He cried out in horror as he saw Penelope and his son Telemachos flailing and gasping in the mud-thickened stream. They turned their helpless, appealing eyes to him. Then crying out his name with their last strangled breath, vanished below the surface.

      Odysseus tried to push himself up to plunge in after them, but the ship’s wild spin held him fast.

      Then it stopped.

      The Ithaca lay once more upon the surface of the ocean, rocking in a choppy sea. Gradually the water settled. Odysseus pushed himself to his feet, light-headed from the spinning but even more from the horror of watching his family drown.

      A dream, a dream. A bad dream, nothing more. He’d had nightmares before, hordes of them. Most often they’d threatened only him. But the wild horse-demons of the mind must sooner or later gallop through the worst of your fears. He should be grateful it had taken them so long.

      A dream. A dream.

      He took a deep breath and tried to shake the memory away. Then looked around.

      The hills of Ithaca had vanished. The sun shone brighter and hotter overhead, imparting sprinkles of gold and silver to what a moment ago had been the blue-green sea of Greece.

      Where had the waterspout carried him, in so brief a time? Oh mighty Zeus, oh gray-eyed Athena, where?

      The men pulled themselves up. Some stayed praying or crying in the bilges. Odysseus knew he should issue orders to keep despair from spreading further, but seeing nothing but naked sea on all sides, he had no idea where to go. The visions he’d seen left him hollowed out, his fingers trembling.

      Bestir yourself. Penelope and Telemachos live still, and you won’t get back to them huddling in terror from mere dreams. Do something. Anything. Before the men lose all heart.

      Oh Penelope, it seemed I had but to reach out my hand⁠—

      Enough. This is far from the first time your home has been snatched away from you. Weep later if you must, but first get the slackers back on their feet and set the ship to rights. Restow all this gear scattered about by ....

      By what? Even as he wondered, the wind picked up again.

      And running down on him came two sleek, high-prowed ships. Sheets of spray marked their passage as they bobbed and plunged through the waves. They’d braced their yards around closer into the wind than the shrouds of the Ithaca would allow. Their red-and-white striped sails bellied taut as they bore down on their prey.

      For it took Odysseus no more than a glance to know them for sea-raiders, coming to kill or enslave him and his crew. And he could not escape.
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        * * *

      

      Watching the two ships run down on the Ithaca with their striped sails bulging, Odysseus knew he had no choice but to fight. The pair bounded across the whitecaps sleek as hunting dogs. The spray at their bows rose in such sheets that the fanged heads carved atop their prows — lion or serpent, or possibly wolf — appeared to bound up from the mists.

      Odysseus set the stragglers back to their oars with the aid of curses, kicks, and cuffs, then swung up onto the raised fighting platform running the length of the Ithaca. He peered at the men lining the low rails of the pursuing ships, now scarce two hundred yards away. Big men, with long beards, clad in leather and furs, as if venturing from a colder clime. Not a glint of bronze.

      Hyperboreans, from the distant ice-lands? He’d heard of such, though only as legend. They carried round painted shields on one arm, and held axes and swords of alarming proportions in the other. Barbarians, whoever they were. Yet skilled in sea-craft, since their low, narrow ships sliced through the waves with a zeal that made this Phaiakian vessel seem to wallow in comparison.

      His crew were likewise Phaiakian, like the ship itself a gift from their king Alkinoos. They looked up awaiting orders and hoping for some miracle from far-famed Odysseus. Yet he saw too much fear in their faces, and not enough killing lust. A most generous and large-spirited people, the Phaiakians, but with little experience of war.

      “Ophion,” Odysseus called down from the platform. “Choose eight men. Don full armor. You will form a phalanx to throw the attackers back at whatever point they first try to board. Tymon, Cletus, stand ready to let fly the sheets. The rest of you, strap on breastplates and keep your helms and shields close to hand. Sit ready at the oars but do not run them out except on my command. Haralambous, my bow and armor.”

      As the men moved to follow his commands the two enemy ships veered to overhaul Ithaca on either side. Steadily the distance closed. Odysseus made a show of calm as he buckled on his breastplate and greaves, fitted his helmet, and strung his bow. In truth he felt like he’d swallowed a snake which was now trying to slither back out. He mistrusted sea combat. Poseidon ruled here, and the sea-god had never ceased to seek vengeance since Odysseus blinded his son the Cyclops.

      Armor in place, Odysseus went to one knee to pray to his patron, Pallas Athena. First, though, he made one last survey of the enemy ships, now little more than fifty yards distant and closing fast. He judged them too lightly built for a ramming attack. The barbarians would come up alongside and try to board across both gunwales. He had little confidence in the Phaiakians to stop them.

      But since his foes had not built their ships for a ramming attack, they might not expect one, either.

      “Hold your stations,” he commanded. Then still on one knee and bracing himself against the roll of the ship with his hand on the bow, he began his prayer.

      “Oh goddess, oh pure one, oh gray-eyed Athena, hear me, for once more I appeal to you. I fear Poseidon has again sent foes to destroy me. Against men I can fight, but against the gods only your favor can preserve me. Always have I loved and revered you. After Troy fell and the others all rushed home, I alone lingered to build a pyre on the beach, and into that fire went much of the treasure I had won. All dedicated to you, in hope that you might bear me safely to my dear wife Penelope and my son Telemachos. Yet for ten years since have I wandered. Why do you test me so, my lady? What must I do to win back your favor?”

      As the barbarian ships closed to within a line’s-toss, the enemy’s jeers and challenges carried above the waves splashing against the hull. Seen close to, the Hyperboreans were even bigger than he’d thought. Not even hulking Ajax the Mad would have stood out among them. Odysseus dragged in a deep breath to steady his churning stomach.

      “Oh Athena, I bid you look into my troubled heart. See, feel the love I bear for Penelope.”

      At the sound of his wife’s name a sob broke from him. The two enemy ships drew almost abreast, closing in like the jaws of a dragon.

      “That love,” he prayed, “holds all that is good in me. That love has been my beacon and my shield through all my wanderings. Yet it does not exceed the love I shall devote to you if by your grace and strength you help me through yet one more trial. For the joy in my heart will then permit of nothing else. Oh mighty Athena, please renew the love you once bore me, and be with me now. OUT OARS!”

      He jumped to his feet, nocking an arrow.

      “Helm hard to port! ” he screamed. “Oarsmen, row for your lives!”

      As the Ithaca veered sharply into the ship on the right, Odysseus aimed the bow, like all else he possessed in the world a gift from the noble King Alkinoos. Only a few champions among the Phaiakians had been able to draw the mighty weapon, but to him it was child’s-play. Without any need to aim he drove the arrow clear through the chest of a fur-clad Hyperborean waving a double-headed axe. The arrow struck with such force that the man’s helm, with horns mounted on either side, bounced loose and splashed into the sea as he tumbled back against his fellows.

      An instant later the stoutly timbered bow of the Ithaca, with its projecting brass-sheathed ram, shattered the planking of the raider’s hull.

      Already, though, grappling hooks from the second ship bit into the Ithaca’s rail, and guttural cries sounded as the barbarians swarmed aboard.
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      “What are they?” wailed Dymas, clinging opposite Odysseus to the shattered mast. “Gods? Furies? Monsters?”

      Odysseus knew he did not mean the barbarians, but whatever force had rained fire down from the sky onto all three ships. So busy had the Greeks and Hyperboreans been trying to disembowel each other, they never noticed the giant ship glide overhead until some of the fighters burst into flame, and screaming, threw themselves into the ocean, where their war gear quickly pulled them down.

      “I don’t know,” said Odysseus. “But for the moment we are alive, and must look for means to stay that way.”

      He glanced uneasily at one of the still-burning hulks as it drifted down on them with a hissing of steam. The fire from the ship-of-the-air was stubbornly persistent, leaving spluttering flames even along the waterline, where the waves should have doused them. He kicked his legs to see if he could shift the mast from the wreck’s path, but it lay entangled in the mass of debris.

      “Can you swim?” he asked.

      Dymas glanced about. “Swim where?”

      Across the swells bobbed the flotsam of sea-battle: shattered planks, streamers of blood, floating shreds of canvas pulsing like jellyfish, casks, jars, and the naked corpses of those who’d been able to strip off their armor before it carried them down. Many of the bodies were burned black. But a number of survivors remained, clinging to whatever wreckage was not afire, and filling the air with screams, prayers, or dying gurgles.

      The mast rocked sickeningly. The burning ship drifted closer. Odysseus was not given to panic, but he found it difficult to formulate a plan while floating helplessly here in Poseidon’s kingdom, waiting to see whether his fate would be to drown, burn, or be devoured by the gathering sharks. So far they’d been content to feed on the dead, darting in and out to make some corpse bob crazily as in one last frenzy of life.

      “Look!” cried Dymas, pointing downwind.

      Odysseus turned to see the air-ship lumber down onto the surface. It was quite the biggest vessel he had ever seen, at least twice the size of the Ithaca. And that was just the central hull. Two smaller hulls floated to either side of it, joined by a frame of spars. Above the outer hulls some kind of half-empty bladders drooped in nets suspended from a line of spindly masts connected by a maze of lines running to the heavier masts of the main hull.

      He’d seen that ship in the waterspout.

      There, and when it flew overhead, the bladders had been fully expanded. Now they hung limp in their enclosing nets. Clearly the bladders had something to do with how the ship made its way through the sky.

      Not gods, then, who had no need of mechanical contrivances to bear them. That was something, anyway. He’d always found gods made tricky opponents.

      As the airship splashed down oars rattled out of portholes along the main hull. Slowly the great vessel moved toward the wreckage. It lacked sufficient oars to bring it to any great speed, but the survivors weren’t going anywhere.

      Odysseus coughed as smoke from the burning hulk drifted over him. In a few minutes he and Dymas would have to swim for it. Only he was loathe to call attention to himself with a lot of splashing, because as more and more fins cut the surface some of the living too began to bob up and down. You could tell them from the corpses by the screams.

      But even in the worst of moments, his fear could seldom outpace his curiosity. And the oncoming vessel had much to be curious about.

      A flock of large white seabirds of enormous wingspan screeched and whirled off the bow of the ship, to which they were tethered by long lines. Gradually they were reeled in and set in cages by handlers wearing heavy masks.

      Could the birds have carried the ship aloft? But there weren’t nearly enough of them. No, Odysseus was convinced it was the now flaccid bladders that lay behind the secret of the vessel’s flight.

      He found himself wishing the bizarre craft would speed its approach. Because very soon the burning hulk would be upon him. Good or bad, the newcomers would at least be a solution.

      Now he could see more figures lining the rails. They too wore masks. Some held ropes, some bows.

      Salvation, or death?

      “Zeus protect us!” shouted a Greek as the ship swept into the wreckage.

      The masks were as grotesque as any Odysseus had ever seen at Mystery rites, even the orgies of Dionysus, where drunkenness was obligatory, survival not. They featured huge blind white eyes and hollow, screaming mouths, fringed with cascading hair set with an assortment of eyes, bones, and giant teeth.

      Some of the masked warriors tossed lines to survivors. Others shot arrows. In keeping with much else that was strange about the newcomers, the arrows sought out the barbarians, the ropes the Greeks. But not all Odysseus’ men found succor. Wounded men flailing and crying for help were left to the mercy of the sharks.

      “Are they demons, do you think?” asked Dymas.

      “Demons or not,” Odysseus responded, “they want men to pull the oars. And they prefer us to the barbarians. If you would live, try to catch a rope.”

      Oh gray-eyed one, he addressed Athena bitterly, do my struggles so amuse you? All these blessings you shower upon me bring only one ordeal after another. I grow old and weary, basking in your favor.

      For a moment he feared he and Dymas were about to be run down. Then the lattice of spars joining the outer to the main hull of the flying ship swept over them. From the deck a rope was thrown, which Odysseus lunged up to seize with one hand.

      Though the ship’s approach had seemed slow, that was largely an effect of its size. Seen close, it was passing fast. For the briefest moment he was tempted to hold onto the rope. Then summoning his will, he passed the line to Dymas. Because when King Alkinoos in a splendid act of xenos gifted him with this ship and crew, Odysseus became their lord.

      Grabbing the rope, Dymas shot off in a sheet of spray. Immediately Odysseus let go of the mast and struck out after him. Nearing the line of oars churning the water he waved an arm and called out, but either none saw him, or none cared. A few seconds later the ship’s fish-tailed stern shot past.

      Gulping down a large draught of air, he swam after it. Few men would have stood a chance, but though not as dominant as in archery and wrestling, Odysseus had proven himself one of the strongest swimmers in Greece. Rapidly he narrowed the gap.

      Seeing him overhaul the ship, a masked figure called two companions to the rail. One had a bow, which he aimed toward Odysseus. Instinct almost caused Odysseus to dive, but if he did he’d be left behind. Instead he hoped the archer would miss.

      He didn’t. But his target wasn’t Odysseus, but a shark angling in from behind, which exploded upward and beat the surface into a froth. Odysseus saw other fins slice past him on their way to the blood.

      As he drew close one of the masked figures tossed a line. The end fell short and Odysseus feared he would drown in this unknown sea. But he summoned up a last breathless flurry and just managed to catch the very end of the rope.

      The masked figures drew him in, but as he bumped against the stern they looped the line around a cleat mounted on the rail. Clearly they had no intention of hauling him the twenty feet to the railing. If he was strong enough to be of use, he’d make his own way up. Though weary from battle, the cold of the ocean, and his desperate swim, Odysseus willed his throbbing muscles to bear him up the rope.

      As he tumbled exhausted over the stern rail the trio stepped back and pointed their weapons at him. One held a drawn bow, the other two short stabbing spears. Their masks were carved out of wood and turtle shell. The white eyes were made from bits of shell. Set amid that cracked white field the pupils looked tiny, though set close enough to the eyes that they doubtless gave the wearer a decent view. Together with the screaming mouth the eyes appeared at once horrified and horrifying, as if conveying a most distressing message from the netherworld.

      Two of the masks were hung about with selections of plumage brighter than any Odysseus had ever seen; the third bore the dried and spread gills of a grouper or some other large fish. The stiff coarse hair bristling about the figures’ heads — baleen, he thought — held small carved bits of shell and stone, birds’ claws, fish bones, sharks’ teeth, small skulls … and eyes. Thankfully too small to be human.

      His captors’ limbs and torsos were hidden by armor, black and scaly. It looked to him like sharkskin, though thicker and harder than most of the shark leather he’d encountered. They gestured him forward, not saying a word.

      Odysseus saw that though the ship was of great size, care had been taken to reduce its weight. The railing was built from woven cane, reinforced with wood only at the anchor points of the shrouds that supported the masts. A line of sheds running down the center of the deck were of similar wickerwork.

      The deck below his feet bore deep scratches. This could hardly be a sign of neglect, because it had been scrubbed and polished free of any slime that would render it slippery, a laborious task. The golden-tinted wood must be softer, and therefore lighter, than the timber found in a Greek ship.

      From the hull rose five towering masts of a darker, stronger wood. Each bore several short yardarms. Though their sails were currently furled beneath them, to Odysseus’ eye the spread of canvas would be insufficient to move a ship of this size at any speed through the water. Once on the ocean, propulsion would be a task for the oarsmen. Which had likely saved his life. For now.

      Perhaps once aloft the sails might provide a sheering effect that along with the birds could drag the vessel at some angle to the wind. If, for instance, you needed to drop fire onto victims below.

      Looking outboard, Odysseus could see down into the outer hull. A low flame flickered below each bladder. The fire came from some complicated form of metal urn. This metal was not bronze. In fact it resembled that used in the axes of the Hyperboreans. Which to his dismay he’d discovered cut right through the bronze armor of the Greeks.

      Metal stronger than anything known to the Greeks, a flying ship … where was he?

      He joined the group of dripping men surrounded by masked figures brandishing bows, spears, and knob-headed clubs. Only nine of the Phaiakians, he noted with a pang, had survived. In their efforts to stay afloat they’d stripped off all but their breech clouts. Now a tall figure with a knobbed club stormed among them, indicating with gestures and pokes of his weapon that the already near-naked men should discard their last pitiful rags. When one started to demur, the tall figure knocked him to the deck with a cat-quick blow of the club.

      Odysseus shed his loincloth with the others.

      Through all this their captors spoke not a word. Which he found strange. Where were the threats and the bluster? Warriors who captured others of their kind tended to crow about it.

      But as the naked men were prodded toward a companionway leading below he noted a certain delicacy and grace in the way their black-clad captors moved, unlike the usual swagger and stamp of conquering warriors. Their hands and bare feet as well appeared rather narrow for their height, which was a little greater than that of himself and the Phaiakians. And though beneath their sharkskin armor they did not appear slight of build, neither did most exhibit the great breadth of shoulders common to many of the warriors at Troy, Odysseus far from least.

      All that, and their disinclination to talk, suggested an idea his mind could scarce encompass any more than the idea of the flying ship itself.

      His captors were women.
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      Still not say saying a word, the warriors in their forbidding masks and black sharkskin armor herded the naked Greeks down a narrow set of stairs to the oar deck. This proved higher than what would be found on a Greek trireme, and better lit due to the size of the square portholes.

      As on the main deck, a row of wicker sheds ran down the centerline between the masts. The deck itself was remarkably uncluttered, unlike a Greek ship where spare lines and gear, bags of provisions and personal possessions, weapons, shields, and armor lay so jammed together that it was a lucky man who could find an unbroken stretch of deck on which to roll out his blanket at night.

      The rowers seated at the benches, more masked and armored figures, shipped oars and rose to their feet as the Greeks took their place. From bow to stern a thick chain ran through ringbolts set alongside the benches, and to this the prisoners were duly shackled, five men to a side. The whole operation took place in silence except for the clang of metal as the blacksmiths drove pins through the shackles, and the thud of the giant warrior’s knobbed club against the thigh or shoulder of any man who moved too slowly.

      As the last man was shackled, the warriors stowed their bows and spears in wooden racks spaced along the deck. They kept their short, broad-bladed swords.

      Then they began stripping off their armor and arranging that too along the racks.

      “They’re women!” shouted one of the Greeks in disbelief.

      Indeed, that was scarce to be mistaken. Beneath their scaled leather breastplates, skirts, leg guards, shoulder cups, and arm bracelets, the warriors wore simple brown tunics ending at knees and shoulders. Their legs and arms, though well-muscled, were hairless and gracefully proportioned, in a way that would grip any man many weeks at sea no matter what his distress.

      Odysseus had heard of Amazons, and wondered briefly if he had fallen in among them. But he’d never heard of them flying through the sky. Also, legend claimed that they cut off their right breasts, the better to draw their bows. Glancing casually at the loose tunics — any obvious gawking was rewarded with a thwack of the club from the ever-vigilant giant who still retained her armor — he could plainly see that these women had not gone to any such measures.

      Not that most would be considered fulsome. Their limbs reminded him of the Spartan women, including his own beloved Penelope, who he’d seen competing at their games; hurling the discus, throwing the javelin, shooting the bow, jumping hurdles, racing chariots, and other endeavors unique to the women of that most warlike of cities. Such activity swelled their arms and legs with a musculature more stark than other Greek women.

      His captors were taller and on the whole stockier than the Spartan women, yet possessed of that same languorous but dangerous grace — and Spartan women could be very dangerous indeed. Their upper arms bore strange designs; interwoven trees and flowers and thick flowing vines and leaves broader than any he’d ever encountered in his travels. The designs appeared painted into the skin like patterns on a glazed pot.

      Having first divested themselves of their armor, the women now took off their masks.

      At first Odysseus thought they wore smaller masks beneath. When he realized that he was looking at the skin itself, his first reaction was to shrink away. For strange, multi-colored patterns spread across their foreheads, ran back from their eyes, and stretched down their cheeks to their necks.

      The women’s eyes, uniformly brown and peculiarly narrow-lidded, stared forth with unnatural brightness from these designs, which on a second beholding resolved themselves into further representations of feathered wings, scaled fins, or what Odysseus could only take to be female demons in snake-like form that reminded him of the dread Scylla, whose seven heads had taken seven of his men in a single lunge.

      Where their skin was unmarked it possessed a peculiar sheen not unlike burnished copper. In shape the women’s faces proved to be peculiarly rounded, with noses and mouths and eyes almost … melted. As if when being formed they had lingered a moment too long in the fire of the gods.

      Yet after his initial shock Odysseus found the effect not entirely unfeminine. Or even displeasing. Even so, several men moaned in terror, convinced that they’d been captured by she-demons who would carry them to the netherworld in their mysterious ship, there to subject them to horrid torments in an eternal realm of screams and cruel laughter.

      Other men, however, saw only women, however strange. Which inevitably diluted their fear with lust. Especially since now that the women had shed their armor, several laughed and nudged one another, and in some cases even pointed at their captives’ manhood with a brazenness that would shame a low-born whore.

      Which told Odysseus that these women had not come blithe and inexperienced to the enslavement of men. They’d said very little until the captives were safely chained to the benches, because their voices might give them away. Not that they could not easily kill any or all of the Greeks. But killing was not their purpose. Rowing was.

      No doubt they’d long since learned that men might balk at obeying any women, even those who could cut them to pieces. So these Amazons, or whoever they were, had concealed their sex to keep the men from doing anything so stupid it could only be answered with death.

      Now, though, the men could be as stupid as they liked. And though Odysseus warned them to stay quiet and offer no provocation, several of the Phaiakians quickly took advantage of the opportunity.

      In particular a rower named Balasi entered brashly into what he took to be the spirit of the moment. He began by grinning and displaying his ample muscles to the giggling women, and when several acted impressed, he stroked himself erect and proffered his member, all the while making cheerful boasts about how many of the ladies he could accommodate.

      The most forward of the women was a relatively slight and very pretty girl not yet out of her teens. Her more reserved companion was even younger, and remarkable for the fact that she alone exhibited no patterns on her face or arms. Neither did she participate in the raillery, but stood with an air of such isolation that at first Odysseus wondered if she might be blind. He quickly saw that her eyes tracked well enough. Yet there was something there, not vacancy, nor the wrought-up intensity of a madwoman spying offense in every quarter, but a peering, unsettled quality, as if everything she saw had multiple possibilities, and she must constantly pare what might yet be from what actually was.

      Sibyl.

      He’d seen those same eyes in poor mad Cassandra after the fall of Troy. (Why didn’t I kill Ajax the Lesser after he raped her in the temple? Why did I let Agamemnon take her as a slave? Because I wanted only to return home, and shut my eyes to much that must forever taint me. Was it that failure that doomed me to wander?)

      He stared at the girl longer than he should have. For sensing his gaze, she swiveled her eyes onto his. Odysseus felt a wind blow through him; he felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with his nakedness.

      Then he lurched sideways as the big woman’s club smashed into his shoulder, hard enough to paralyze his arm.

      That should have been enough to warn Balasi, but he was immediately distracted by the sibyl’s pretty companion, who sidled smiling up to him. Had he the wits of an oyster he would have fallen to his knees begging mercy. Instead he went on proffering his phallus, rocking his hips and making smacking sounds with his lips. A few of his fellows began to laugh and urge him on with coarse suggestions. Odysseus just rubbed his throbbing shoulder. He’d tried to warn them. Now they must take experience for their teacher.

      The girl reached out, and to ribald cheers from the men took Balasi’s member in her hand. She stroked it with appreciative sounds. Closing his eyes, he moaned ecstatically.

      Then she seized his testicles.

      Balasi screamed. He grabbed her squeezing hand in both of his but what, really, could he do? The girl giggled as he started to jog up and down as if trying to climb out of her grip. The other women gathered around laughing along with her. Finally the girl gave Balasi’s testicles a vigorous yank, capping the oarsman’s howls with one last shrill shriek before he mercifully fainted dead away. Thankfully the girl let him drop.

      The Greeks, who had been standing for a better view, sank down as one man onto their benches.

      Relations had been established.
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        * * *

      

      All during Balasi’s harsh lesson in the proper role of the sexes, Odysseus surreptitiously watched one woman standing a little apart from the others, taking everything in with a look of close appraisal.

      The Captain. Just her expression would have told him that. She was older than most of the others. Around thirty, he would guess, though even apart from the designs painted onto their faces he found it hard to judge age in these women with their soft features and hard limbs. Scars on her arms and legs showed she’d heard the play of swords. Her posture was relaxed, reserved. A woman who did not expend her energy in vain display.

      Some kind of purple wings, more appropriate to a fish than a bird — a skate, perhaps? — centered on her eyes, then swept back toward the ears, where they vanished behind a lush fall of fine hair, black as the ink from a cuttlefish and lustrous as the sun glinting off the Trojan’s battle armor. One long scar had left a jagged lightening-streak of silver in that hair, which fell well below her shoulder-blades.

      As Balasi shrieked and fainted, the woman checked Odysseus’ reaction. When she caught him watching her in turn her expression did not alter. He could see her appraising him. His powerful body was even more heavily muscled than the Phaiakians, who were themselves professional oarsmen. His battle scars far outnumbered her own. And she would have discerned that same habit of reserve, of taking in more than he let out.

      Odysseus knew she’d picked him out as the leader, and meant to test him.

      The other women were still laughing as Balasi began to stir, cupping his testicles and groaning loudly. Some tilted their heads coquettishly at the other Phaiakians, who ducked away.

      The Captain cut through their amusement with one crisp command. At once everyone was in motion. Smoothly. For a crew to run to their proper stations without mimicking sheep jammed in a gate took a very high degree of discipline. Yet in seconds most of the women had flowed up the two narrow companionways to the upper deck, leaving behind a line of guards with strips of sharkskin dangling from their hands. For where you found slaves, you found whips.

      The Captain stepped up to him. Odysseus knew he should lower his eyes, but he didn’t. He needed to keep himself an open question in her mind.

      When he held his gaze steady she spoke a few words. The nearest guard stepped forward and lashed Odysseus across the back. It felt like his skin was being peeled off. He made no reaction at all, nor did he drop his eyes. The guard drew back her arm for a second blow, but the Captain made a small gesture of her head. The whip drooped down.

      From overhead came the sound of bare feet running across the planks. Shouts sounded, evenly cadenced and without strain. Odysseus recognized the sounds of a well-trained crew undertaking a complex set of maneuvers in rapid but unhurried order.

      Still the Captain watched him, awaiting some acknowledgement. Her expression was composed. Why should she threaten, when she could just do? Finally Odysseus nodded his head to acknowledge he knew who and what she was. Satisfied, she turned away and went to join her crew on the upper deck.

      We both know you for a strong man, her little demonstration had been designed to tell him. But in this place I am stronger still. And you will die long before I bend an inch. For I am the master, you the slave. Accept it.

      Accept it.

      Odysseus stared a while at his knees. Then covered his eyes. A sob broke out of him. Just one.

      So close, he’d come! Close enough to see the hills, smell the smoke of home. After twenty years. Now he was⁠—

      Where?

      He sniffed, wiped his eyes, and crossed his arms over his chest.

      Wherever he was, an airship would prove most useful to his needs.

      One of the Phaiakians cried out in alarm. Glancing out the porthole, Odysseus saw the languid flickers of flame below the bladders swell. The bladders began to expand, puffing out like a wineskin held to the cask. Slowly they stretched taut against the nets containing them.

      Then with a great lurch and the sound of a giant waterfall, the ship lifted from the ocean.
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        * * *

      

      The outer hulls with their rows of swelling bladders rose first, with so loud a groan from the lattice of spars joining them to the main hull that Odysseus feared they would snap loose. Then the whole ship took to the air.

      Even though he’d already seen this bizarre vessel fly, he was overcome by a most dreamlike, or rather nightmarish, sensation because his expectations of reality — and his horizons in that regard had been stretched further than most — could not encompass what was now happening.

      Along the rows of benches the Phaiakians gasped out the shrill little cries of men who could not summon the air to scream. Some threw themselves to the deck, huddling below the benches.

      The ship itself did nothing to assuage anyone’s fears. First one side jerked up, then the other, and as the hull rocked sickeningly there came from bow to stern the wild squeal of distressed wood, chilling as Furies in hot pursuit. The ocean sank away first slowly, then with stomach-churning speed, so that even as Odysseus thought no greater height could possibly be attained, the ship shot up higher still. The spray lining the top of the waves turned to jagged white lines no thicker than thread, and the half-sunken boats still burning below shrank to the size of ants.

      Though the vessel’s gyrations began to diminish, the constant and extremely alarming squeal of timbers kept on. Odysseus found himself squeezing down on his sphincters. He tried telling himself that the women flying this vessel did not make a practice of plunging to their deaths. It didn’t help. Though he’d long ago learned to steel himself to battle, this new fear was beyond the power of reason to mediate.

      Yet even in the midst of his terror, his mind ground on.

      He was familiar with the way sparks and embers twirled up above the campfire. He’d seen falling leaves drifting over a blaze suddenly rise spinning back up towards the sky. He had looked through the heat-mirage immediately above a fire — too often of a burning city — and noted how it made everything appear to float upward.

      In fact he’d always known, had he but thought about it, that heat makes things rise. But for all his vaunted cunning, he’d never once thought of catching it in a leather bag and tying that bag to a ship.

      Enterprising people, these women.

      As the ship rose, it began to sweep forward. Not, unfortunately, with the smooth soaring glide of a seabird. Instead the hull kept swaying and shuddering as the winds buffeted the supporting bladders about.

      Weakness must be shunned. Gripping the oarlocks tight, Odysseus forced himself to look out the porthole. By this time the ship had risen so far that mist, previously invisible in the clear sky, began to obscure the ocean below. Wisps of low-lying clouds ghosted by, and the air turned uncomfortably cold for naked men. As sheer terror exhausted them, some of the Phaiakians wept for the homes they were sure they would never see again.

      Well, Odysseus could tell them something about that. But though despair clutched at his heart as the world shrank down to mist and cold, he renewed his determination to take this ship and turn it to his own ends.

      For the bards might laud the might of Achilles and the nobility of Hector, but when they gave tribute to the Conqueror of Troy, it was of Odysseus they sang.
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      The baboon came to Odysseus on the second night of his captivity.

      He did not actually think of it as a baboon, for he had never seen such a thing. All he knew was that an exceptionally large monkey with a bluff muzzle and a mane like a lion — which he had also never seen, but could at least judge from paintings on urns and walls — was suddenly sitting on its haunches on the rowing bench, looking placidly down on him as he twisted in fitful sleep on the plank floor.

      Odysseus sat bolt upright at this sudden materialization. Then he forced himself to relax and lean back against the bulkhead. After all, this was hardly his first visitation.

      After contemplating him a moment with a lugubrious expression, the beast yawned, revealing startlingly large fangs. It scratched its shoulder. Pinching something between thumb and forefinger, it ate it.

      And then spoke to him.

      “Greetings, Odysseus, man of many turnings. Welcome to the land of Ra.”

      “Athena?” Odysseus whispered hopefully. Not that it looked or sounded like Athena, but the gray-eyed one, like the other Olympians, was fond of disguises. “Oh goddess, tell me that my plight has moved your heart, and you come to aid one who has long worshipped you.”

      The baboon blinked, and Odysseus realized that whatever disguise Athena might adopt, she would never eat lice from her own fur.

      “All shall be revealed,” the baboon declared portentously. Then crinkling its massive snout, it gave what in a human would have been an equivocal shrug. “Well, maybe. In the fullness of time. If fate should will it so. With things as they are, who knows? Not even the gods. Or I wouldn’t be here, would I?”

      So still a god, though not Athena. Odysseus sighed. This was indeed a quality of the immortals as he had come to know them; they were rarely straightforward. Except when trying to destroy you.

      Though kept naked and chained to the benches, the Greeks had not otherwise been mistreated. The Amazons, as the men called their captors for want of any other name, fed them an ample amount of stale dried fish, stale dried figs, and stale black bread. About what they were used to. And if they had to sleep on the bare plank floor, this too was little different from their lives at sea. Blankets would have been welcome, but though Odysseus did not think their captors got any erotic stimulation from the sight, the women kept them naked. The most fundamental expression of who ruled who.

      The low fires kept burning along the oar deck in squat metal urns spread thin black tendrils of smoke smelling of fish. By that flickering light Odysseus took a quick look around. Several groups of two or three Amazons strolled up and down the deck. Two of the guards cast a sidelong glance at Odysseus as they passed, and reacted to the monkey not at all. Invisibility was another characteristic of the gods.

      “But of course,” said the presumed deity, “you know all about uncertainty, having spent ... how long did you and your companions lay siege to Troy? Ten years? Couldn’t you simply have declared victory and gone home? I’m sure the Trojans would have been happy to forge you commemorative brooches or something of the sort.”

      “I never thought of it,” Odysseus admitted.

      “Stubborn people, you Achaeans. And since then, you have wandered about for another ten years.” It gave a disparaging shake of the head. “How could such a renowned voyager get so lost, so often, in the Aegean Sea? I know there were all those years with Calypso, but even so. Fortunately you’ll only have to follow a river to reach the Valley of the Kings. Big river; even you won’t be able to get lost. And I can help with the wind.”

      “The Valley of the Kings?” Odysseus repeated. “Which kings? What valley? How can I reach anything while chained to this bench? Who are you, and what deeds do you demand of me?”

      The baboon snapped its teeth together. “Deeds, deeds, deeds. It’s always deeds with your sort, isn’t it? I don’t know what deeds you must perform. If I did, I could probably perform them myself, or else recruit one of the others. Horus, now, he’s always dashing about feeling full of great deeds. Until Set tears his balls off again. Then he goes off in a sulk until Isis and I can get them back for him. But through the ages you will be far-famed for ....”

      The monkey paused, staring uncertainly out into the star-ridden night. “For lying? But we have plenty of quite capable liars here. Even among the gods. Oh dear, you must be very good.”

      “I am a truthful man by preference,” Odysseus said defensively. And in his own estimation that was so. But what good could truth do against Polyphemus the Cyclops, for example? A traveler in strange lands would also be well advised to see which way the wind blew before providing a strictly literal account of himself.

      Even dealing with the gods demanded a liberal degree of ostentatious adoration they’d most frequently done little to earn. Had anyone ever heard of the Olympians rewarding a mortal for truthfulness? And so his rare — fairly rare — prevarications amounted to no more than telling the world what it preferred to hear. He was an accommodating man, was all. Not a shouter and chest-thumper like Agamemnon or Ajax the Mad.

      And so he proceeded to accommodate. “Tell me, oh mighty one, oh divinity blazing in glory, what god it is that appears to such a lowly mortal as myself?”

      “I am called Thoth.” And when Odysseus made no reaction: “You mean you never heard of me?”

      “Indeed, honored one, your renown has spread through all the lands. I am simply speechless that my good fortune has brought me audience with one so august. But tell me, if it please you, did Athena send you to my aid?”

      The strolling guards passed by without a look. They could not hear Odysseus speaking because he used thought, not speech.

      “No, Athena bloody well did not send me,” the baboon retorted, then fell into one of its pensive silences. “Oh, of course. Pallas Athena. Yes, be assured. You shall meet your Athena, all right. Or rather, one very like her. Somewhat like, anyway. Like enough. Not quite a virgin, of course. Rather more, oh, hands-on, let us say. And in the land where you will meet her, she prefers to be called Isis.”

      “Isis? But does this goddess have anything at all of Athena to her? Pray, give me some words to guide me when I meet this divine one, that I may not offend her.”

      “Oh, I imagine you’ll do just fine. Just get yourself to Thebes or thereabouts, where you must ....” The beast frowned, considering. “No, it does not appear to me. Tell lies, I suppose. Certainly you weren’t chosen for your navigation. I mean the Aegean, how far beyond sight of land can you get?”

      “If you know the Aegean, then where am I now?”

      “Why, Egypt, of course.”

      “Egypt?” he repeated, vastly relieved. He’d wondered if he was even in the same realm. “But I have heard of that place. The Phoenicians go there to trade. It lies on the southern shore of the Mediterranean, opposite Greece.”

      “Close enough. If you can’t manage the Aegean, there’s no point in burdening you with the geography of the Mediterranean.”

      “Are you truly a god?” Odysseus asked, ignoring the jibe, “or one of their messengers?”

      “You really haven’t heard of me, have you?” said the baboon. “Thoth, god of wisdom. Usually. It’s just that the way things are now, it’s like my vision is clogged with honey. Mostly I just wanted to prepare you for what shall come. Great things are expected of you. Though I can’t tell exactly what, or when, or why. Oh yes, almost forgot. I also bring a gift.”

      “I am most grateful, divine one, avatar of knowledge. Of what nature is this gift? How am I to use it?”

      Crinkling its nose, the baboon began to waver, then fade from view. “Man of many turnings? What does that mean, exactly?”

      “This gift⁠—”

      But the monkey was gone. Odysseus searched deep within himself, but could find no sign of any gift.

      Then the baboon shimmered back into view.

      “These people,” it said. “These women. They know the flood you saw in the waterspout threatens the world. They seek its source, hoping to reverse it. But though they are ridiculously brave, extremely intelligent, and not insensitive in their way, they are also, ah, a trifle straightforward. Too much so for these times. They hold honesty in high esteem. You must make up for their lack. Fail, and the flood shall take all. Your home and theirs alike.”

      It was as though poison had entered his veins, spreading a chill weakness all through him.

      “My vision! I saw my wife and son drown in a flood. They called to me, but I could not reach them. I thought it but a dream. Yet you tell me that Ithaca will indeed drown?” He was accustomed to his own perils, but to think of Penelope and Telemachos overwhelmed by the flood quite unmanned him.

      “You saw what may be. If you fail. If chaos triumphs, none will survive. Except perhaps as the playthings of Set, god of evil. Death by drowning may not seem so horrible then. But that is what I have brought you and the others here to prevent. Be of stout heart. And watch out for your eyes.”

      “My eyes?” echoed Odysseus, by now thoroughly discomfited. “Why my eyes in particular?”

      “Oh, and your baubles too, of course,” the ape said, as it again shimmered away. “Knowing Isis, you’ll likely have need of them.”

      “But—”

      The baboon vanished, and this time did not return.
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        * * *

      

      It was the cold that woke him. Odysseus tried to curl up, only to find his right leg held in place.

      Shackles.

      The Amazon ship.

      Feeling stiff as the boards he’d slept on, he rolled up and plopped himself onto the bench. He looked out the porthole to see the golden rim of the sun start to peer over the dark horizon. It illuminated the clouds above with a radiant pink glow he was too scared to appreciate. The ocean below lay still lost in darkness.

      He urinated into the bowl provided. In a Greek ship you pissed over the leeward side, but here the winds all blew from aft, with a strong tendency to swirl because of the framework attaching the outer hulls to the main. The bowl was of thin metal, pitted where rust had been sanded out. His captors used no clay anywhere he had seen.

      Because it was too heavy? Or because it was too easily shattered? He did not like to think about that.

      The monkey. Thoth. Strange choice for a god to make. The Olympians often appeared as animals, but they preferred bulls or giant swans or flying horses, nothing so mundane as a monkey, even one with a mane and big fangs. Once more Odysseus checked himself for any perception of this “gift” the self-proclaimed god claimed to have bestowed. Whatever its nature, it left him no warmer, and certainly no younger, as the lingering stiffness from his night on the planking revealed.

      He tossed the contents of the bowl out the porthole and set it back in the rack beneath the bench. Egypt, then. A land of great wealth and wonders, according to the Phoenicians. Odysseus knew it chiefly from the fine goldwork the traders brought. So the waterspout, or whatever it was, had carried him all the way across the Mediterranean in scarce more than a few breaths.

      Still, that was a big improvement over his fears about the netherworld. Odysseus had once visited Tartarus, the land of the dead. He offered blood to the shades, and spoke with Achilles and Hercules. Then made his way back. But that was no common feat, or easy on the nerves. Much better to get home from the land of the living.

      Home. A tumult of images assailed him, all centered around Penelope. Her gentleness. Her passion. Her beauty. Her love.

      Her eyes as they said goodbye — that image haunted him most of all. Penelope standing on the beach with one-year-old Telemachos in her arms. Oh, those eyes! Gold and green and misting over like the morning dew. The sadness and the loss reflected there churned deep inside his own heart.

      Promise you will return, she’d said. Promise me.

      And standing on the shale by the side of his ship, he promised. The last words he ever spoke to her. And the first lie.

      For much against his wishes he was off to join Agamemnon in the war against Troy. How could he promise to return? He was Odysseus, King of Ithaca. On the field of battle he couldn’t hide, couldn’t shirk. Couldn’t simply will himself to survive, either. Anyone who believed such nonsense had never experienced war. All he could do was fight with all the strength that was in him. For only when the Trojans were defeated would they finally stop trying to kill him. Only then might his promise be fulfilled, and he return back home.

      Or so he’d thought.

      In sudden despair he struck his forehead against the bulkhead, and putting his hands to his eyes, softly wept. A man must weep from time to time, to expel the demons of his mind through his tears. Otherwise they might build up strength and overthrow him, as they had overthrown poor Ajax the Mad.

      But a man must also plan. If he was in contact with a god ….

      Most people thought themselves helpless in the face of the gods; you could only appeal, make sacrifices, and hang on their judgment. But Odysseus had dealt with gods more directly than most — his dealings with Calypso in particular had been most singularly direct — and he’d found that taken as a whole, they tended toward blind vanity, absurd jealousy, unbridled passions, and violent tantrums. When resort to strength became habit, thoughtfulness often suffered. And therein lay their weakness.

      Groans sounded around him as the other men struggled awake, shivering and hugging themselves against the cold. Toward the down-curving horizon — could the Athenian philosophers be right about the world being round? — the shimmering gold-red sun was by now well up, the ocean coming into view through broken banks of mist a dizzying distance below.

      “Do not lose heart,” he told the Phaiakians, some of whom broke out in terrified cries. “These women have not made a practice of falling from the sky. Bear your lot bravely until the chance comes to better it. Which I swear to you it will.”

      His words reassured himself, at least, and having heard them, the men felt obliged to assume the appearance of fortitude.

      Then the vacant-eyed girl he’d noticed the day before, the one he thought a sibyl, came charging down the companionway flapping like an enraged hen and whinnying like a horse in a burning barn. She waved a sharkskin whip, and her face had squeezed itself practically into a point in her rage.

      She ran back and forth along the benches, screaming at the men and lashing out with the whip, leaving bloody welts in her wake. The guards at first stepped clear of her. But as more and more women rushed down the stairs the space around the girl shrank until her arms were forced to her sides. Her screams faded into a low gibbering that left saliva trickling from her mouth. Shivering, at times racked by spasms, she was forced by the women pressing her close to walk slowly up and down the deck, pausing before each man.

      Hissing, the girl stopped before Odysseus. What he took for curses spewed from her frothing mouth. Her voice ranged from shrill as a rabbit with a weasel’s teeth stuck in its skull to a deep unearthly groan, ghostly as the oracle at Delphi. The women huddled around her regarded him with increasingly fell stares. Odysseus searched again for this so-called gift Thoth claimed to have given him.

      The tall, powerfully-built woman he’d identified as the Captain came up and spoke firmly in the girl’s face. Suddenly the girl went up on her toes, then fell back into the arms of the others, drool running from her mouth and her eyelids beating fast as swallow wings. The women carried her back up the stairs.

      The Captain considered Odysseus, then gave what he interpreted as a more or less apologetic shrug. She issued an order. Four of the Amazons pounced on him, binding his hands and feet with painfully thin green rope made of plant fiber. He did not offer them the satisfaction of resisting. Satisfied, they hammered loose the pins clasping the chain about his ankle and dragged him up the stairs. Some of the men stamped and called out his name in support, but quickly fell silent as the whips began to strike.

      What gift? he called silently, trying to attract the attention of Thoth. But all that came to him were the baboon’s final words:

      Watch out for your eyes. Oh, and your baubles too, of course.
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        * * *

      

      Trussed up and dragged naked to the main deck, Odysseus was blinded by the unshielded sunlight. A kick to the back of the knee thumped him hard onto the planks. His hands and feet were already beginning to throb where the thin green lines bit into him. Another, thicker rope was looped around his chest and hauled taut by two women standing at either side to hold him upright.

      Most of the crew had thrown cloaks of wool or fur over their linen tunics, except for a few hardy veterans with battle scars slicing through the designs already on their faces and arms. These included the Captain and the giant whose knob-headed club was once more in evidence. The huge woman’s craggy face, unusually square-edged for these people, was painted with red and blue feathers and a dull green-yellow beak stretching from the bridge of her nose past her mouth to the forbidding chin. Whatever the bird, it looked like it wanted to eat your liver warm.

      The women were not laughing, as they had at Balasi’s chastisement. Instead they waited with an air of tense expectation, almost as if a little intimidated themselves. That did not ease his mind.

      Oh merciful Athena, Odysseus prayed inwardly, plant mercy in the hearts of these Furies. Or if I have lost your favor beyond all regaining, then for the sake of the love I still bear you, go to Penelope, and tell her what now I swear: that whatever torments befall, I shall die with her sweet memory foremost in my mind, and count myself the most blessed among men for the too-short time we spent together.

      Then he waited. Blood from the wounds the young girl’s whip had sliced into him pattered down, quickly soaking into the loose-grained deckboards. He tried to think of some way to save himself, but words, always his most potent weapon, were of no avail here.

      His thoughts scattered like pigeons as the crowd about him parted to let two women advance. One set a bowl before his knees. The other, a knife.

      And your baubles too, of course.

      Damn you, Thoth, where in the name of all the Furies and Medusa’s immortal sisters besides is this precious gift you prated of?

      Then even that thought was lost as one of the most bizarre figures he had ever seen in a far from sheltered life rushed whirling and shrieking upon him.
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      The apparition that charged howling down on him was covered head to foot in hair fashioned from baleen; tangled, bristly, and coarse. From this dense thicket stared a host of eyes. Swollen, distorted eyes of all sizes, including many that looked all too human, and still lost in the horror of what had befallen them. Bones from all manner of creatures clattered together as the horrid strands swayed with the figure’s wild gyrations.

      But far worse than all the rest were the shriveled and wizened objects Odysseus tried to make himself believe were something other than what he knew them to be.

      And your baubles too.

      Of the figure itself only a facemask could clearly be seen through all the swinging hair; a lumpy, twisted grotesquery in red and green and patches of faded tan it took him one heart-vomiting moment to recognize as human skin. A mouth lined with serrated, triangular teeth bent up in a grotesque smile. The nose was a bright red beak long enough to belong to a stork and cruel enough to serve a vulture.

      The figure leapt and whirled before him, spouting a string of gibberish that sounded amplified and deepened as it passed through the heavy mask. Then he knew. The girl. That same frenzy, that same spew of words, that same oracular voice she’d broken into below-decks.

      Sliding to her knees before him, she grabbed the knife.

      Whatever torments befall.

      Refusing to close his eyes, Odysseus willed up an image
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