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      Praise for The Curse of King Midas:

      
        
        “Colleen M. Story has woven a spellbinding tale of revenge, magic, and redemption. I was captivated by the characters, the mythology, and the thrilling rollercoaster of the plot. This first book in Story’s mythological fantasy series will stay with you long after you turn the final page.”

        ~ Beth Castrodale, award-winning author of Marion Hatley, In This Ground, and I Mean You No Harm

      

      

      
        
        “Filled with unexpected twists and heartrending sacrifices, The Curse of King Midas spins an expertly woven tale with a rich cast of characters that had me laughing one minute and crying the next. I’ve been in a horrible book slump for months, but I breezed through this with ease. It tugged at my heart and made me look forward to reading every night before bed (I stayed up way too late more than once). It’s the sort of story that lingers long after it’s finished.”

        ~ Jinx Moreland, creator of “Oregon Family Adventures”

      

      

      
        
        “Colleen M. Story’s epic, The Curse of King Midas—the first in The Midas Legacy—offers a tapestry of legend and myth intertwined with plenty of action, Greek tragedy-like drama, and blood-thirsty revenge. This tale of a wish gone horribly awry is imaginatively rich in characterization and setting, and will captivate readers of all ages.”

        ~ Sharon Ledwith, author of The Last Timekeepers time travel adventure series

      

      

      
        
        “This book kept me glued to my laptop screen! The desires of each character are tightly woven into a spidery web of intrigue, twisting and turning at every angle, spun so masterfully, that I felt like prey advancing along each silky strand of plot, unable to breathe, wondering what predatory twist would jump out at me next.”

        ~ Janet Wagner, Independent Academic tutor

      

      

      
        
        “Intrigue, mystery, suspense and revenge—this story has it all. It grabs you and does not let go. The plot and characters pull you in until you are fully immersed in the saga of King Midas and his battle against his mortal enemy King Sargon. Every character has a story to tell and their stories are so intertwined, they come head to head in battle and you find yourself holding your breath waiting to see who emerges on top. Ms. Story’s style of writing brings each character to life and you will find yourself fully invested in to what happens to each one of them and how each wages their own personal battle. There is so much more to this story and I personally can not wait to see what happens next.”

        ~ Taffy L. Homyak, Pre-K Teacher

      

      

      
        
        “Not many people are fortunate enough to have a last name that echoes their calling, but in the case of Colleen M. Story, it’s a perfect match—she can create an extraordinary story! I consider myself a vivacious reader, and few authors I have seen can craft a tapestry of plot and narrative as skillfully as Colleen can. I was enthralled by this story from start to finish. Do yourself a favor and immerse yourself in the world of The Curse of King Midas.”

        ~ Andrew G. Hansen, Creative Writing Instructor

      

      

      
        
        “Embark on an exhilarating journey into a meticulously crafted world by Colleen M. Story, where the captivating themes of King Midas’ mythology, revenge, and redemption converge in a mesmerizing narrative. Prepare to be riveted by a story that transcends the ordinary, leaving an everlasting impact on your imagination. Your next epic fantasy awaits.”

        ~ R. J. Jeffries, award-winning poet, writer, editor at Tiferet Journal and Co-Host/Producer Author2Author Interviews

      

      

      
        
        “In “The Curse of King Midas,” Colleen Story crafts her own mythos around the historical King Midas, remaining faithful to both historical accounts and the Greek myth that immortalized him. The story is expertly weaved together from multiple viewpoints, including Midas himself, his adversary King Sargon, the prince and princess, his three comical advisors, a vengeful goddess and a host of other vibrant characters. The book unfolds at a deliberate pace, drawing the reader into the worlds of each character—revealing their motives, fears and desires—building towards the culmination of the king’s wish . . . . Just when readers believe they have a firm grasp on what happens next, another layer of detail in a character’s story emerges, upending all expectations. However, even as the main dilemma reaches a satisfying conclusion, Story entices readers with lingering questions and unresolved mysteries, perpetuating the legend of King Midas and leaving them eagerly anticipating the next installment in the series.”

        ~ Cloie Sandlin, award-winning editor and journalist

      

        

      
        “Everyone has heard about the plight of King Midas, but Story brings it to life in a unique and refreshing way. ‘The Curse of King Midas’ humanizes the myth in a way that made my heart ache for the unfortunate situations that Midas found himself in, but also allowed me to see the dangerous sides of his greed and selfishness. A great read for lovers of Greek mythology, ancient history, and those that love a good tale of revenge.”

        ~ The Book Nerd’s Corner, Reader and Book Reviewer

      

        

      
        “Story excels in creating action-packed scenarios that are thoroughly engrossing . . .This will prove attractive to a wide range of readers, from those interested in stories built from new historical discoveries to others who just want a rollicking good read replete with myth, magic, and entwined lives, that exhibits rich and satisfying twists and turns of experience and intention. ”

        ~ D. Donovan, Senior Reviewer, Midwest Book Review
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        Vengeance and retribution require a long time; it is the rule.

        CHARLES DICKENS, A TALE OF TWO CITIES

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Note from the Author

      

      

      

      
        
        Originally recorded and dramatized by the Greeks, the tale of King Midas and his golden touch has entertained audiences for centuries. But many remain unaware that the real King Midas ruled the kingdom of Phrygia—what is now part of Turkey—in the eighth century B.C.

      

      

      

      
        
        Until fairly recently, we knew little about Midas beyond the myths. Some Assyrian texts and Greek records mentioned him, but it seems any Phrygian writings perished. Then, in 1893, German classical philologist Alfred Körte visited a location on the Sangarius (today’s Sakarya) River where engineers working on the Berlin-Baghdad railroad had discovered an ancient settlement. He identified it as the city of Gordium (Gordion on current maps), the capital and largest city of Phrygia.

      

      

      

      
        
        Seven years later, Alfred and his brother Gustav returned and spent three months excavating the site. No further exploration occurred until the 1950s, when excavations resumed under the sponsorship of the University of Pennsylvania. Archaeologists now believe that King Midas ruled Gordium at the height of Phrygian power in the eighth century. Research at the site is ongoing at the time of this writing.

      

      

      

      
        
        Did history impact the King Midas myth? From my research, I couldn’t find a definite answer. The Curse of King Midas is an imagining of what King Midas’ life might have been like were myth and archeological evidence combined.
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        750 BC—in the hills far north of the Assyrian Empire

      

      

      

      Karem strolled into camp, proudly carrying a dead rabbit by its back feet. His hunt had been successful, and he couldn’t wait to show Mama. He found her stirring stew in a large ceramic pot. It swayed from a spit outside their tent, the food filling the camp with its savory scents. He got a curt nod of approval as he walked by and smiled. He’d done well. He made quick work of skinning and hanging the meat and returned to watch the pale parsnips, pungent onions, and savory meat roil in the bubbles. The morsels appeared and disappeared in the broth with each stroke of Mama’s wooden spoon, steam rising to dampen his chin. He wished she’d offer him a taste, but she pressed her thin lips together, too focused on her task. A drop of perspiration hung precariously from her nose before she brushed it away with the back of her hand.

      Little Elanur played with her doll on a blanket nearby, her tanned legs stretched straight out, bare heels extending into the dirt. She was like sunshine, Mama always said, so using safflower petals, she’d dyed the blanket the same yellow color. Elanur had adopted the word as her doll’s name, mispronouncing it “Sunsine” in her baby talk.

      “Mama, Sunsine go da-dah eee!” she said as she made the doll dance.

      “Yes, my sweetheart, I see.” Mama concentrated on the stew.

      Elanur called out again, and Karem turned. She smiled at him. Then she laughed, and he laughed with her.

      Yes. Like sunshine.

      

      The end of it all began with a distant shout.

      Karem didn’t pay it much attention at first—the stew was too tempting. Then came another shout, followed by another. A woman called for her children, her voice high and tight. From somewhere off to the east came the rumble of horses’ hooves.

      Mama paused her stirring and turned to look behind her, her gaze surveying the camp. The broth boiled faster, the bubbles popping and snapping. Elanur stopped her chatter and held her doll to her chest. More shouts. Anxious voices. Black tendrils of smoke ribboned into the southern sky. Yellow-orange tongues of flame licked the tops of two distant tents, more consuming the roof of the goat shelter.

      “The gods have left us,” Mama whispered. She dropped the spoon, leaving it to sink into the broth. One of the few men who hadn’t gone on the hunt ran past, warning everyone to gather weapons. Mama darted inside the tent. Karem followed. Crouching low, Mama dug into his father’s chest, the one Karem and Elanur were forbidden to touch. She tossed aside folded clothing, a bow and arrow, and a belt before whipping out Father’s old iron dagger. The blade was long and threatening, the wooden handle darkened from use. It had been many seasons since Karem had seen it—since he’d seen his father.

      “Take your sister to the trees and hide.” Mama grabbed Karem’s shoulder, her thick fingers digging into his skin. “Don’t come out until the attackers are gone.”

      The crackle of flames snapped in his ears. Someone screamed outside.

      “Ride Halime.”

      The donkey?

      “Are you listening?” Mama wrapped his cloak around him. “You must go quickly.”

      Elanur appeared at the tent’s opening with her doll clasped in her arms. Mama pulled her in and prepared her for the journey, her fingers flying over sleeves and ties. She retrieved some dried meat and cheese from the storage bin, stuffed them into a leather satchel, and hung it over Karem’s shoulder.

      Another scream tore through the air, followed by approaching hoofbeats. Mama gave them both a brief hug. Then she gripped the dagger and ushered them out. “Go.”

      Karem grasped Elanur’s hand in his and headed out back where the donkey waited in a small corral. He kept his head craned around with his gaze on Mama. She remained in front of the tent, holding the dagger aloft.

      “Mama?” Elanur reached back, fingers outstretched.

      “Go!” Mama said.

      Other villagers blurred past them, women and children scattering into the flatlands while a handful of men took up posts at the perimeter. Karem untied Halime. The donkey pulled the rope taut, her head up and eyes wild. Karem boosted Elanur onto the animal’s back.

      “Hold on!” he said. He leapt up behind Elanur and, with the rope in his hand, scanned for Mama. She was coming toward them, a bag over her shoulder. He urged Halime forward and then jerked back, pulling the animal to a halt. A soldier dressed all in black trotted up beside Karem’s tent. He paused and looked in their direction. A lion’s head decorated the apex of his helmet, his bronze armor gleaming on his chest, long dark hair flowing over his shoulders. He hesitated a moment, as if deciding what to do next, then with a slight flick of his wrist, directed the horse toward them.

      “Mama!” Karem pointed.

      Mama turned. Spotting the soldier, she glanced at Karem in alarm. “Hurry! To the trees. Protect your sister!” She dropped the bag and, with the dagger aloft, stood directly in the soldier’s path. “Go, Karem!” she screamed. “Do not fail me!”

      Karem hesitated as the soldier lifted his gaze. Dark eyes bore into Karem’s, sending a jolt of adrenaline through his limbs.

      “Now!” Mama barked.

      Karem released the tension on the rope, and the donkey launched into a bouncing gallop. Karem clenched his knees to the animal’s shoulders and his arms around Elanur to keep her steady as Halime hurried away from camp. Behind him, the soldier stopped in front of Mama and pointed his sword at her chest. Karem yelled for her to run, but Mama bent forward at the waist and let loose a screech Karem had never expected could come from her throat.

      “Mama!” Karem yelled.

      He pulled back, but Halime would not be swayed. Panicked, the animal ran flat out toward the trees, the smoke and tents soon concealing any sight of Mama. Up the hill they went, the sure-footed donkey maneuvering easily between the rocks. When they reached the forest’s edge, Karem pulled on the rope again, but it wasn’t until the pines had surrounded them that the animal began to tire and slow. Finally, she plunked to a stop, nearly sending the children tumbling over her head.

      Karem slid off. Elanur reached out. “Stay on Halime,” Karem said. The donkey’s muscles were trembling, her breath blowing fast through her nostrils. Karem patted her sweaty neck and spoke soothing words. Then he started walking back the way they had come, the rope clenched in his fist.

      “Mama!” Elanur cried.

      Karem kept his gaze down, navigating the ferns and fallen trunks until he neared the edge of the forest. There, he hovered behind an evergreen, peering between its long branches. He could see the smoke-filled camp. Gray plumes rose high into the sky like ghostly warnings. Five soldiers remained around the perimeter. A sixth carried a blue flag that fluttered behind him as he galloped past the burning tents with his voice raised in a battle cry. At least ten more had gathered in a group on the east side, surrounding and imprisoning a cluster of children who cried for their mothers. Other soldiers gathered the villagers’ horses or herded the remaining goats away.

      Elanur whined behind him, murmuring “Mama” over and over again. Karem wanted to get closer to find out if Mother had escaped, but he dared not. He had to keep his sister safe. He tied Halime to the tree, lifted Elanur off, and huddled with her at the base of the trunk.

      “It will be all right. We’ll see Mama soon.”

      

      When the sun came up the next morning, Karem observed the camp once more. He could see no trace of the enemy, so he put Elanur on Halime’s back and left the safety of the trees behind. A cloud of smoke hovered over the massacre, but the fires had mostly burned out. A few tents stood like skeletons, their hide coverings reduced to ash. Karem whispered to Elanur to keep quiet, but even at her young age, she didn’t need the warning. She watched Karem as she clutched her doll close.

      At the sight of the first dead body in the distance, Karem searched for somewhere to secure the donkey. An old post remained upright near an outlying shelter. He tied the rope around it and pulled his sister off Halime’s back.

      “You stay here.”

      “Mama?”

      “I’m going to look for her. Hold on to Halime, all right?”

      Elanur clenched Halime’s rope in her little hand.

      “That’s right. I’ll be back.” He turned away.

      “Karem.”

      Karem whirled. She’d never said his name before. She waved at him, her dark hair playing about her head in wispy ribbons, her lips red and chapped. “Karem,” she said again and wiggled the doll’s arm.

      “Yes. And you . . .” He pointed. “You are Elanur.”

      She pointed to herself and then to the doll.

      “Yes. That’s Sunshine.”

      Elanur studied the doll’s face made of lamb’s hide with shiny black beads for eyes. “Sunsine.”

      “Stay there. I’ll be right back.” He crouched low and began jogging toward the camp.

      “Sunsine. Karem.”

      At nine years old, he had helped prepare slaughtered animals for food. He’d seen prisoners die, enemies his father had slain before he’d left for battle and never returned. But he hadn’t encountered carnage like this—humans cut up and left to spoil in the sun. The first was the man who had stayed home from the hunt because of a leg injury. He now lay face down, his wrapped leg the only thing identifying him. The second was the younger man charged with protecting the camp, the one who had warned everyone to get weapons. They had left him face up, his vacant eyes focused on the sky. A third, smaller figure, near one of the burnt tents, appeared crumpled and broken as if they had thrown it there. Karem cautiously lifted the cloak. A mean cut sliced open her flesh from the cheek to the neck. His stomach roiled, and he retched onto the ground beside her.

      He threw up twice more while checking bodies before there was nothing left in his stomach to expel. By the time he neared the area where their shelter had been, his legs were shaky, sweaty skin sticky under his clothes.

      Where was Mama? He had almost convinced himself she had gotten away when a piece of yellow fabric caught his eye. Elanur’s blanket. A plaything in the morning breeze, it lay half trapped under a body lying on its side, the rest blowing over the top of the torso and head. Familiar brown sandals protected the feet.

      Tears fell down his cheeks. He needed to go closer, but dreaded what he would find. A lone goat bleated behind him. He spotted it not far from what had been Halime’s shelter. A young doe, she bleated again but dared not venture out to find her herd mates. He wiped his face with his sleeve and approached the figure under the blanket.

      “Mama?”

      A breeze ruffled the folds in Mama’s skirt. He walked around the sandals and knelt down. With a trembling hand, he pulled the yellow blanket down.

      “Mama!”

      Her eyes were closed, her cheeks pale. He combed her hair back before tucking it behind her ear the way she always did. Her skin felt cold and stiff.

      “Mama, wake up. I have Elanur. We’re all right. Mama!”

      He shook her shoulder, and everything else moved, even her hip and foot. He withdrew his hand and cried until his eyes stung. He might have stayed forever if it weren’t for the thought of Elanur waiting for him. Mama had told him to take care of her.

      What if the soldiers returned?

      Folding back the blanket, he found Mama still held the dagger. Dried blood covered the blade. She had wounded whoever had killed her. The vision of the young soldier flashed through his mind. Brave Mama. Crying again, he slipped the wooden handle out of her stiff fingers, smoothed her hair once more, and got to his feet.

      He didn’t know how long he stood there. He didn’t want to leave Mama by herself. But Elanur was alone too. Mama would want him to check on her. He forced himself to explore what remained of their tent. Inside, a few things had survived—some bowls and utensils, the stone his mother used to grind grain into flour, his father’s trunk, and some tools. The food, though, which he had hoped for, was only ash and dust. They’d have to get by on what Mama had packed inside the satchel.

      He exited the tent and cast one last look at Mama. New tears spilled down his cheeks. He gripped the dagger tightly and walked away to get Elanur. They would ride to the next village. They would find shelter. It was all up to him now.

      He moved with his head down, sniffling. As he passed the last burnt tent, he tried to summon his courage. He had to be like Father, he told himself. Strong. And brave, like Mama. The wind whipped past him, drying his cheeks.

      “Karem!”

      He jerked his head up. Halime remained where he’d left her, the donkey’s short body dwarfed by a strapping sorrel stallion standing beside her. The beast was impressive, with muscles glistening in the morning sun and mighty hindquarters set to spring. The young soldier on his back wore a helmet with a lion carved into the apex. It was the one who had attacked Karem’s mother. He’d placed Elanur on the saddle in front of him, where her little legs stretched to either side, her arms resting helplessly on the soldier’s sleeves.

      “Karem!” she called, pointing to the doll on the ground below. “Sunsine!”

      The soldier nudged his horse forward. As the mighty beast approached, Karem had a powerful urge to run, but he couldn’t leave Elanur. He slipped his father’s dagger into his belt at the small of his back, dropped his shirt over it, and readied himself for what was to come.

      The soldier stopped and drew his sword. “So, you’ve returned, donkey boy.” He smirked. “Join us or die.”

      Elanur’s lower lip protruded, her dark eyes fixed alternately on her brother and the ground where the doll lay.

      “What say you?” The soldier pushed the sword toward Karem’s chest.

      Be brave. Karem looked up into the soldier’s eyes. “Who are you?”

      “I am the one who conquered your village. One day, I will be a great king. They will call me King Sargon II, after the legendary leader of the Akkadian Empire. Like him, I will rule over all these lands.” He stretched his hand out, gesturing to the wide horizon. “I have defeated you and your people. Since you are a boy—a stupid coward of a boy who ran away—but a boy, I offer you one last chance for your life. Follow me or die here like the rest of your pitiful camp.”

      Sargon. Karem repeated the name in his mind. He imagined rushing the soldier and rescuing Elanur, but he knew he’d be sliced in two before he got there. “Why did you attack us?”

      Sargon sat up straight and then winced, favoring his right side. Karem noticed a small tear in his tunic and dried blood underneath. Had Mama given him that wound?

      “We are conquerors,” Sargon said. “I will see you surrender.”

      Elanur reached for the doll. “Karem,” she said.

      Karem felt his own features crumble. He looked down, made his face stony, and lifted his gaze to the soldier.

      “You killed my mother.”

      “And, it seems, I have your sister.” Sargon patted Elanur’s head.

      Ice ran through Karem’s veins. He stared at his ash-stained sandals. Everything was gone now. Everything and everyone. Worse, this soldier had been the one to take his mother from him. He trudged forward, shifting his arms behind his back and assuming the pose of surrender.

      “You have decided well,” the soldier said.

      The mighty stallion’s thick front legs ended in black hooves planted firmly in the dirt. Karem walked past them, stopping when he came near the rider’s boot. This close, the soldier appeared younger than before, the bronze armor too big for his shoulders. Karem whisked the dagger out and stabbed it hard into Sargon’s thigh.

      Sargon howled in pain. Karem reached for Elanur, but Sargon struck out clumsily with his sword. The blade caught Karem’s neck and sliced over his chest. He stumbled back. Sargon transferred the sword to his other hand and pulled the dagger out of his leg with a shout. It dripped with his blood. Karem turned and ran. The stallion came thundering after him.

      There were no trees to climb, no areas of low ground where he could hide. Ahead lay only a broad stretch of hilly land covered in wild grasses. Blood soaked his shirt, but Karem stayed on his feet. “Elanur,” he said, but his voice had little energy and his dagger was gone. Sargon was gaining on him. Karem wasn’t going fast enough. The enemy would soon be upon him, and he had no ideas left.

      He would be like Mother, face down in the dirt.

      

      A full moon gleamed brightly overhead, casting the stars into shadow. Karem shivered, his fingers stiff with cold. He raised his hand to his chest and touched dried blood. The horror returned in a rush. The soldier. Mama. Elanur. He pressed his hands into the dirt and sat up.

      “There you are.”

      A shadowed figure lingered nearby. Perched on a high stool, she had her back to him, her blue gown sparkling as if it had captured the stars themselves within its seams.

      “I wondered if you had the strength.” She peered over her shoulder at him.

      Never had he seen such a woman. Her fair skin was flawless. Dark eyes framed by lovely arched brows lingered on him, her silky black hair cascading in waves past her bare shoulders. Even more of a marvel was the white light emanating from her body, as if she were made of the moon itself.

      “The soldiers are long gone.” She rotated toward him, her dress clinging to her breasts as if it were part of them. “The last one took the little girl, too.”

      “You saw her?”

      The woman stroked an animal he hadn’t noticed before. It stood at her side, tall enough that its head rose above the seat of her stool, its haunting blue eyes focused on him. A wolf, it looked like, though it was taller, its coat as black as the night. Its ears were longer too, like a horse’s ears, pointed and thin.

      “I thought you might want this.” The woman held up Elanur’s doll. Karem’s chest tightened. Sunshine. The woman slid off the stool and approached, her body rolling like waves in a river. She came until she was so close that her light was almost blinding. Her scent wafted toward him, sweet like evergreen leaves in the rain.

      “What is your name?” she asked.

      “Karem.”

      “I am Katiah.” She straightened a clump of hair that remained on the doll’s head. “Some call me by different names, but your people prefer Katiah. Truthfully, it’s my favorite.” She smiled at him, then pointed. “I found you over there.”

      Karem looked behind him. A figure his size lay on the cold ground.

      “Tell me, Karem. Have you been told of the underworld?”

      He nodded.

      “So, you know. That’s where some people go when they die.”

      A thought occurred to him. “Mama?”

      “She is on her journey. It’s possible you could join her.”

      Karem’s heart leapt in his chest. See Mama again! But then his gaze fell on the doll. “Elanur?”

      “She lives, in the possession of the young soldier.”

      Karem grimaced, closing his eyes. Sargon.

      “Tell me something, Karem. Do you want to rescue her?”

      He didn’t have to think about it. He nodded.

      “And does your heart long for revenge against this soldier who killed your mother and stole your sister?”

      He nodded again, clenching his fist.

      She cocked her head, studying him. “If you really want it, you must be willing to sacrifice for it.”

      “He killed Mother. For no reason.” Karem blinked, his eyes stinging. “He took Elanur. She was my responsibility.”

      Katiah extended her hand to him, the strange wolf-like creature observing from a few steps back. “Beg me for your life, Karem, that you may have your revenge. Promise to worship your goddess Katiah for all your life, to honor her in every way, to share her name with all you meet.” She raised her other hand toward the sky. “Beg the goddess Katiah for a chance to save your sister, and I will grant it.”

      She gestured once more to the figure on the ground. Karem walked toward it, sweat breaking out over the back of his neck. He peered down at the boy. A long wound stretched from the neck to the chest where blood stained the shirt and pooled underneath. When he glanced back, the goddess was there, waiting.

      Karem rushed toward her and dropped to his knees. “Please, beautiful goddess. I must save Elanur. Mother told me to keep her safe. I failed.” His voice caught. “I left her alone, and he took her. It was my fault. Please, Goddess Katiah. Give me my life so that I may have another chance.”

      “You will worship me always?”

      “Always.”

      “Remember your promise, little king.”

      Karem frowned, puzzled. King? When he looked up, the goddess had lifted her arms. Bright streaks of moonlight rained down from the sky. She spoke words he didn’t understand, the light expanding around her. His instinct was to flee, but he resisted, letting the glow encircle him. Its beams warmed his limbs as Katiah’s words filled his ears. Gradually, he rose into the air, floated over the boy’s body, and then dropped back down into it. He felt a mighty crash, a rumbling of the earth, and then a searing pain in his neck and chest. He cried out for what seemed like forever until everything went quiet.

      When he opened his eyes, the sun had returned. The goddess was gone, and so was the pain. He touched his chest, but his shirt had been repaired. The skin underneath held only a long, thin scar. By his side rested Elanur’s doll, discarded in a crumpled heap. Clutching it to him, he stood up and scanned the area. He was alone. Beyond, the camp lay deathly still, the smoke dissipating into the new day. At its edge, Halime stood tied to the post.

      “Goddess Katiah?” he called, but there was no answer. He looked to the sky. “Thank you. I will remember my promise.” After a few more moments in reverent silence, he retrieved Halime. He would find a nearby village and gather some supplies. Then he would go after Sargon. He would save Elanur. He would have his revenge, in the name of Katiah.
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        716 BC (thirty-four years later) on the flatlands between the ancient kingdom of Phrygia and the Assyrian Empire

      

      

      

      Prince Anchurus sat atop his muscular blood bay stallion, sword in hand. A vast swath of grassy flatlands surrounded him, a strong breeze blowing his hair back from his face. He was in the thick of battle with no cover in sight. All around him, soldiers fought, the raucous sounds of combat relentless in his ears. Swords clanged, arrows hissed, and axes whumped, their discordant rhythms accompanied by the pained groans and triumphant shouts of men. The prince squinted dust out of his eyes as he surveyed the area, the iron-like scent of blood in his nostrils. He wasn’t one to choose battle, but after years of leading men to victory without a single serious injury to himself, he had grown confident in his ability to win.

      This time, they’d been at it since sunrise, King Midas seeking to deal King Sargon II a final defeat after vanquishing him several times before. The fighting began on a wide stretch of plain halfway between the kingdom of Phrygia and the Assyrian Empire. There, neither side could find a hiding place or vantage point. All had to rely on raw skill, grit, and the speed of their horses. Anchurus had thought the circumstances would tip the scales in his favor, but King Sargon II had surprised him with more horses and men than before. What Anchurus had thought would be a quick, decisive encounter had dragged on for much of the day.

      Recently, however, his men had gained some ground. Sargon’s troops were falling back. The surrounding energy intensified, his commanders urging their men to rally. King Midas’ army would have their victory.

      And then the fog descended upon them.

      It was thick and heavy, a mist like one might encounter at sea. Anchurus pushed on at first, certain it would pass. Yet within moments it grew so dense it forced him and his men to a standstill.

      “Baran!” Anchurus called to his first commander.

      “Over here!” The man’s voice came from somewhere on the right. Anchurus could see nothing but gray.

      “This way!” Selim, his second commander, called from the left.

      Swords clashed up ahead. Anchurus released Ambrose’s reins and wiped the sweat off his eyelids. The horse did not leap ahead as usual but stepped gingerly, blowing anxious snorts. An enemy soldier thundered toward them out of the soup, his sword swinging. The prince defended himself with the clash of iron ringing in his ears. He turned as the soldier passed and struck a sound blow to the enemy’s back. The man cried out and disappeared into the fog.

      “It’s too thick, sire!” Baran called.

      “Press on!” Anchurus shouted. “Fight!”

      Another soldier came out of the gray. At the sight of the prince, he jerked in the saddle and brought his sword around. Anchurus stabbed swiftly before the enemy could strike, pulled his sword free, and moved on. A taller soldier came from the left. Anchurus had just dispatched him when a third, thicker man appeared right behind him. It was fighting unlike the prince had ever experienced. Soldiers faded in and out like spirits. Enemy commanders shouted orders, but the fog ate their words, making it impossible to predict their movements. Over it all hung a strange, sickly sweet scent, the accursed fog persisting. The more Anchurus pressed forward, the more of the enemy’s troops he encountered.

      He twisted in his saddle. A thickly built soldier emerged from the haze, his sword slashing Ambrose’s flesh. The horse squealed as blood oozed onto his shoulder. Anchurus stabbed in retaliation, but the attacker had already disappeared. More came in his wake, leaving the prince no time to check the wound. He fought harder, slicing through torsos and ribs, puncturing faces and legs while praying to the gods his mount would stay strong.

      “For Gordium!” he shouted. His men echoed the cry, the clang of swords steady in his ears.

      Finally, the fog dissipated, revealing a sight that filled him with dread. Despite the strange weather phenomenon, Sargon’s men had organized their offense. By the time the sky turned blue once more, they had nearly surrounded King Midas’ army.

      Baran and Selim appeared on either side of him. “Sire, we must flee!” Baran shouted.

      “This way!” Selim called. “Hurry!”

      Anchurus set his jaw and kept pushing forward.

      “Sire!” Baran stayed with him. “They have surrounded us. We must go, or Sargon will have a royal prisoner.”

      Anchurus searched his commander’s face. A gifted fighter, Baran was experienced, his forehead sporting deep wrinkles, his black beard thick over a square chin. Beyond, the men faltered around the perimeter as Sargon’s soldiers closed in. Anchurus warred with himself. Gordium’s glorious army, defeated by Sargon? Everything in him rebelled at the idea of retreat. But with another sweep of his gaze, he knew that if he did not, they would all perish.

      Baran was right. Sargon would have the Prince of Gordium as his prize.

      “Fall back!” He raised his sword and turned Ambrose around. “Men, with me. Fall back!”

      The men glanced his way. Some hesitated, clearly unused to such an order, but as the prince repeated it, they began to respond. Soon, all of them had turned to fight their way back, seeking to lose the ground they had worked so hard to gain. Anchurus rode alongside them, shouting encouragements. Many of his valiant men fell, Sargon’s hated soldiers stomping them underfoot. He saved one man by swooping in to unseat his attacker while others struggled to clear a path. They had to reach the road ahead if they wanted a chance to outrun the enemy. He paused to look back, calling again to his men.

      “Sire!” Baran shouted.

      Pain whitewashed his vision as the sword entered just below his left ribcage. The enemy pulled the blade free as he rode past. Anchurus folded, his grip loosening on Ambrose’s reins. The panicked horse plunged back into the fray, running toward the enemy. Anchurus pulled him around just as two more soldiers came at him. He lifted his sword in defense. His breath came fast, blood staining his shirt. He blocked one blow but remained helpless against the other. He might have taken his last breath then had not Baran shown up to block. The commander cut off the enemy soldier’s head in a swift counter move, then grabbed Ambrose’s reins and ran back the other way, pulling the prince behind him. Anchurus clung to his sword, his eyesight blurring. The wound sizzled in his flesh, like fire in his flank. His legs trembled against the saddle. He wobbled and tipped before barely catching himself on Ambrose’s bleeding neck.

      He could not fall. He had to get his men to safety.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The city of Gordium never looked so beautiful as it did that fine spring day when Princess Zoe turned nineteen. The sun beamed down brightly from a dazzling blue sky, its rays blanketing the valley in yellow gold and winking mischievously over the Sangarius River as it weaved its way past the east gates and on north. Already, the surrounding fields showed the promise of budding crops, the young green shoots like forest moss when viewed from the high castle window.

      Carried along with the morning breeze was the scent of freshly baked bread, hazelnut pudding, and pancakes. Zoe inhaled with pleasure, then felt a pang of guilt. Most citizens of Gordium would understand the privileges given a king and his family. But it made her uncomfortable that they wouldn’t share in them. At least she had succeeded in convincing her father to approve a lottery. One hundred people had been invited to take part in the festivities later that day. An abundance of food would be shared with them all for the first time in the city’s history.

      It was a start.

      Beyond her perch in the castle turret, the sounds of merriment danced on the air. Someone played a happy tune on what sounded like an oud—a pear-shaped stringed instrument. Zoe recognized the song and started humming along, her feet twitching with the driving rhythm. She searched for the musician, but because the citizens were on the other side of the castle gates, she couldn’t see where the merrymakers were. It wasn’t Anchurus playing, that much she could decipher. Her older brother wouldn’t play so roughly. His long fingers would bring forth the dance as if the instrument had the music stored within its wooden fibers and needed only to be coaxed to let it out. But this crude player still had his charms. As Zoe listened, she couldn’t help but feel the uplifting tune was fitting on this day. She pointed her face toward the sun and closed her eyes, letting the warmth soak into her skin. She might have stayed for some time, but her brother was home from battle and she wanted to see him. Wounded though he was, he was alive and would recover. She took in the brilliant view once more, then turned and descended the stairs.

      She skipped along, her feet a blur over the stone steps. When she reached the last flight, she slowed, senses alert. Pilar, the head cook, would not welcome the princess’ appearance in the middle of her efforts to create the perfect birthday feast. Zoe crept quietly, holding her skirts tightly to her legs. She arrived at the first level, pushed her shoulders back, and, assuming her princess posture, walked regally down the hall. No one would question her presence here. Nearing the dining room, she peered around the corner.

      Anchurus was already there, sitting in his usual chair at the right hand of the king. Rumor had it the battle had not gone well. The medicine woman had been sent to treat his injuries the night before. Zoe wondered how badly he’d been hurt. His pride was probably worse off than his body, this being his first defeat against King Sargon.

      “Surrounded?” King Midas said. He sat at the head of the table with his hands laced in front of him. A simple cream-colored tunic flattered his fit form, his hickory-brown hair tamed by a morning wash. Brown eyes looked out from under a noble brow, his long, slim nose accentuating his somber expression. “Nonsense. We had men from Ancyra with us. There’s no way we could have been surrounded.”

      “We were gaining the upper hand.” Anchurus’ voice was gravelly from too much shouting. “But then a strange fog descended over us. We couldn’t see anything.”

      Midas nodded stiffly. “You were on the grasslands?”

      “It makes no sense. But it was there. We were blinded.”

      “As were they?”

      “One would think. But they managed to surround us. I can’t explain it.”

      Zoe hovered near the double doors, ignoring the two guards, and watched as her father absentmindedly rubbed a familiar spot on the left side of his chest. An old wound, her mother had told her.

      “You rode out to win our final victory,” Midas said. “You’ve returned, having capitulated to Sargon and this . . . fog.”

      Zoe sighed and leaned back against the wall. Another birthday full of family turmoil. She didn’t know why she kept expecting it to be different. Perhaps it was the idea of defeating Sargon for good that had raised her expectations. But the rumors were true—for the first time, Gordium had lost to the king of the Assyrian Empire.

      She took a second glance at her brother. Broad-shouldered with sandy hair and a finely trimmed mustache and beard, he held his body awkwardly in the chair, his skin pale. She wondered how many wounds raged under his shirt.

      King Midas served himself some cooked eggs and cheese. “You allowed Sargon a victory.” He took a bite and chewed like it was a task he must complete. “We’ll have to double our efforts to regain what’s been lost.”

      “The men speak of gods.”

      “I fail to see how—”

      “The fog was unnatural,” Anchurus interrupted. “As if conjured by magic.”

      “Men will say anything to avoid responsibility for their defeat.”

      “We have prisoners. They describe a glow that surrounds the king. As if the moon itself has chosen him.”

      Zoe frowned. Superstitious nonsense, her mother would have said. Surely her brother didn’t believe it?

      “The fog was like that,” Anchurus continued. “Dense, but with a light within it. A light that made it harder to see.”

      Midas took a drink of water. A servant woman came from behind him to refill it.

      “I know how you feel about such things,” Anchurus said. “How Mother felt—”

      “You must deal with this,” Midas said.

      “How should I do that, sire?”

      “They’re your men.”

      “I trust them.”

      “Perhaps you need to reevaluate that.” Midas spoke in clipped tones, his eating motions taking on a nervous quality.

      Anchurus pushed his plate forward. It hit his cup, upsetting the water. The servant woman sopped up the mess. “I’ve fought with these men for years,” he said. “You might trust me to know them.”

      “This was to be our victory.” Midas thumped his fist on the table. “You want to blame it on the gods?”

      Zoe’s shoulders stiffened. If Mother were here, she would put a stop to this bickering. At least until breakfast was over. Without her, Zoe could listen to no more. She stepped away and headed for her room, her mind so troubled that she nearly ran straight into Pilar. The old woman yelped, barely keeping her serving tray from tipping over and dumping its contents all over the floor. Zoe held out her hand to assist, but Pilar managed to keep it level.

      “My apologies,” Zoe said. “I didn’t see you!”

      The old woman bowed her head. “Good morning, Your Highness. And happy birthday.” She looked up with fierce gray eyes. “Don’t you be thinking about sneaking a glance into the kitchen. It’s supposed to be a surprise.”

      “Of course not.” Zoe gestured for the woman to carry on. Pilar walked into the dining room, holding the platter high. Zoe watched her go and then resumed her retreat.

      “Zoe?” her father called. “Is that you?”

      She’d been caught. With a heavy sigh, she turned around and entered the hall.

      “Good morning, Father.” Casting her gaze right, she nodded at her brother. “Welcome home, Anchurus.”

      Both men rose at her entrance, a custom that always made her feel like she needed to hurry to avoid inconveniencing them. This time, it was even worse as Anchurus grimaced with the movement, his left arm pinned to his body. Zoe hurried to her chair, one of the servants holding it out for her. Once settled, she focused on her brother. “I’m glad you’re back safely.”

      He slipped his hand inside his pocket and emerged with a small leather pouch. “Happy birthday.” He pushed it across the table.

      She smiled. He remembered. He always remembered. She set the pouch in front of her and pulled the tie free. The folds dropped open, revealing a delicate wooden horse figurine stained a bright yellow and made shiny with glaze. “It’s beautiful! Where did you get it?”

      “A merchant was selling them in one of the settlements we passed through. He had a little girl with yellow hair, like yours.”

      Zoe ran her finger down the horse’s nose and over its slender ears. The eyes had been painted black, the mouth upturned so that it appeared to be smiling. “You kept it safe all the way home.”

      “Had to,” Anchurus said. “You wouldn’t want it broken, would you?”

      “Did you see it, Father?”

      “A nice trinket,” Midas said.

      “I shall treasure it.” Zoe wrapped it back and pulled the string tight.

      “Come. Eat.” Midas shifted impatiently. “The food is getting cold.”

      Zoe tucked the pouch in her lap and tried again to smile at her brother, but the moment was gone. His stern expression had returned, his gaze flat. She helped herself to the meat, eggs, and pancakes before one of the servants dished her up a dollop of pudding. “Will we not be celebrating Anchurus’ return, then?”

      “There’s little to celebrate,” Midas said.

      “He made it home alive.”

      “If we celebrate such things as that, the kingdom will not long survive.”

      “What is worthy of celebration, then? Nothing but conquest?”

      Midas gave her a condescending look. “You don’t need to understand a king’s matters, my girl. When it’s time to celebrate, we will celebrate. As we shall do today for your birthday.” He lifted his cup. “Happy birthday.”

      Zoe stuffed eggs into her mouth.

      “Come.” Midas opened one hand. “Let’s have breakfast together without arguing.”

      “You were arguing before I came.”

      “If you wouldn’t eavesdrop, you wouldn’t upset yourself.”

      “You wouldn’t have said that to Mother.”

      “Your mother was the queen.”

      “And I am the princess. Today, I am nineteen. Old enough to be more than an ornament at royal gatherings.”

      Midas gestured to the servants for wine. When they brought it, he took a long drink.

      “We have things to discuss,” Zoe continued. “Improving our access to fresh water, for one.”

      “Your canal system.”

      “I need assistance to build it.”

      “Canal system?” Anchurus asked.

      Zoe turned to him, pleased by his interest. “We must expand what we’ve started. It could save us all should the drought return.” She became more animated, explaining to her brother the way the storage tanks and additional canals might work to preserve water throughout the city.

      Midas appeared to be listening, but then suddenly blurted out, “Slaughtering innocents to acquire additional horses and soldiers. That’s what he did. It’s been his way from the start.”

      His children stopped and stared at him.

      “Now he assumes he’s gained the upper hand. We must not let him keep it.” He turned to his son. “He had more horses this time?”

      Anchurus nodded. “As many as we did, or more.”

      Midas grumbled. “I will not burn and pillage to get them as he does.”

      “We are handicapped without them.”

      “Do they truly think he’s a god?”

      “From what I’ve heard, they believe the gods—”

      “From whom?”

      “The prisoners.”

      “They’re lying.”

      “They’re hungry. Exhausted. But still, they tell the story.”

      Midas pushed his plate away and got up from his chair. He began to pace, his fingers stroking his neatly trimmed beard. He walked with a certain grace, one hand behind his back. His spine was straight, though a veil of anxiety shadowed his features. “Who would do such magic for him?”

      Anchurus turned up an empty hand.

      “If he has some sort of witch working a spell over his subjects, we must find her and dispense with her.”

      “One needs magic to discover magic.”

      “A god. Hmph.” Midas threw up his hand. “He killed his own brother to assume the throne!”

      “We never found proof—” Anchurus began.

      “I need no proof! I know who he is.” Midas glared at his son with a sudden ferocity. “He will do anything to advance himself, including murder, and they believe he is a god?” When Anchurus said nothing, Midas glanced toward the main entrance doors. “Timon. Timon!”

      The king’s minstrel emerged from the servant’s door in the back. He wore a blue vest and baggy pants. A little man with short dark hair and a fat nose, he stood about two-thirds the height of the king.

      “Yes, sire?”

      “I need FAX immediately,” King Midas said.

      “Yes, sire.” Timon bowed and hurried out as quickly as he had come in.

      “We will get to the bottom of this.” Midas returned to the table. “Next time, we shall defeat him, then we shall have a celebration worthy of a true victory.” He winked at Zoe, gripped Anchurus’ shoulder, and sat back down. “Now, my girl, let’s talk about this water-preserving system of yours.”

      

      Fotis, Aster, and Xander, the king’s advisors, had lived in the castle since before Zoe was born. Their arrival at the dining hall should have engendered an air of sobriety, but instead Zoe caught her brother’s eye and was thrilled to see the mischief in his gaze. Many times growing up, they had mocked the three men, joking about their strange ways. Now was their chance to have a little fun at the advisors’ expense once more.

      “There are rumors Sargon may be using magic to strengthen his army,” Midas said to the trio lined up on his right. “What do you know of this?”

      The men stood silent, appearing to carefully consider the king’s question. Then, one by one, they began to answer.

      “We know nothing,” Aster, the middle man, said. Lean and muscular, he had thick almond-brown hair and a medium-length beard, his jaw firm and his gaze fixed on the back wall as if his true desire was to be somewhere else entirely. Zoe glanced at him and blushed. Long had she secretly considered him handsome.

      “So, you do know something!” Midas said, for it was understood within the castle that Aster almost always spoke the opposite of the truth. Not to deceive, of course, for no king’s advisor would dare to deceive, but because of an unusual speech defect that had plagued him since birth. A curse of the gods, some said, as Aster often struggled when sharing his thoughts. But he was more perceptive than most, his frequently astute observations highly prized within the castle, where everyone had learned to correctly interpret his speech.

      “We don’t know anything for certain, Your Majesty,” Fotis said in a thin, nasally voice. The leader of the group, he was the eldest and wore a long snow-white beard, always freshly combed. His head was nearly bald save for a few gray wisps that splayed about on his crown. He pointed his nose a little too steeply toward the ceiling for a man standing in the presence of the king, but it couldn’t be helped. A wooden eye filled the empty socket on the right side, a wound left over from a horse-riding accident. Maintaining a slight tilt was the best way to keep from losing the prosthetic, which was a truly embarrassing experience for everyone.

      Anchurus glanced at Zoe. How many times as children had they tried to trick the old man into dropping his gaze just to watch the wooden eye roll across the floor?

      “We know nothing,” Aster repeated in his opposite way of speaking.

      “We suspected something,” Fotis said, “but we did not have enough information to report.”

      “Ooooooh, but the pretty light!”

      They all turned to the third man, Xander, the youngest and broadest of the three. He had a baby face that made him look even younger than his twenty years, and when he spoke, it was always a startling experience because his voice was so childlike, as if a boy had just drawn everyone’s attention to his wonder.

      “Light?” the king asked.

      Xander gazed at something above him that only he could see. “When he speaks to the people, he glows. Like the moon.”

      Midas and Anchurus exchanged glances.

      “King Sargon does not glow, sire,” Aster said.

      “There are rumors that he does,” Fotis said. “But they are only rumors.”

      “Why haven’t you told me about this?”

      “We should not have told you, sire,” Aster said.

      “Yes, we should have told him,” Xander squeaked.

      “We didn’t, Your Majesty,” Fotis said, “because so far we have only rumors and,”—he cast Xander a disapproving look—“conjecture. We didn’t want to give you misleading information.”

      Midas stood up and thrust his chair to the side. The three men took a simultaneous step back, two lowering their heads in respect, while Fotis kept his gaze on the ceiling. “I send my son into battle,” Midas said, “and you don’t see fit to warn me that the man he goes to defeat may be protected by magic?”

      “We knew at that time, sire,” Aster said.

      “We didn’t know before Prince Anchurus left, Your Majesty,” Fotis clarified. “We still know very little. All we have is Xander’s vision. And as you are aware, sire, he is young, and his visions are yet untested. In truth, nonsensical.”

      “The light!” Xander pointed up. “Like the moon all around.” He drew a circle in front of him and stared into it as if it held a fascinating spectacle.

      Midas glanced at Fotis, an exasperated expression on his face. “Have I not commanded you to alert me to any news of Sargon and his armies?”

      “As I said, Your Highness,” Fotis added, “pure conjecture. The odds of King Sargon possessing some sort of magic—”

      “Tell him about the glow,” Xander said.

      “Yes,” Midas said. “Tell me.”

      “We can’t be certain if there even is such a glow, Your Highness,” Fotis said. “Most likely, they are rumors meant to frighten Sargon’s enemies.”

      “She uses the moonlight,” Xander said, “and Sargon glows.”

      “She?” Midas turned a sharp gaze on Xander. “Who is she?”

      “We don’t know who she is, sire,” Aster said.

      Fotis shook his head. “He is off on a wild fancy.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” Midas said.

      Fotis stooped at the waist in deference, holding his head up to prevent his eye from falling out. “Very well. Tell him about your vision, Xander. Keep in mind, sire, that we can confirm none of this.”

      “She likes those wolf creatures,” Xander said. “She has one black one with sharp teeth.” He shuddered.

      “The wolves are friendly looking,” Aster said.

      “Who likes the wolves?” Midas bellowed.

      “Xander seems to think she is a goddess,” Fotis said.

      “She’s pretty.” Xander grinned, his full lips pulling back to reveal gleaming white teeth.

      “She’s what?” Midas moved his gaze to Xander, who drew a woman’s full figure in the air, then lowered his head and giggled.

      “Xander believes she has some charms about her, Your Majesty,” Fotis said. “If we are to trust his opinion.”

      “It matters much how charming she is,” Aster said.

      “From the dark world she comes.” Xander hugged himself. “Cold, dark places. Where the dead live.”

      “A highly sought-after destination,” Aster said.

      “The dark goddess,” Fotis said. “He means to say it is the goddess of the underworld, sire. Again, pure fantasy.”

      Zoe exchanged perplexed glances with her brother. Midas stared at Xander, then turned his back on him and walked toward the other side of the room.

      “It is not she,” Aster said. “Underworld, overworld.”

      “Yes, yes, he got it!” Xander said, pointing at Aster.

      “It is very clear,” Aster said.

      “That’s not what you said before,” Xander mumbled.

      Midas turned to Fotis. “You don’t expect there is any truth to this?”

      The old man drew his head back. “As I mentioned, Your Majesty, we have no information outside of Xander’s . . . vision. And as you know, it isn’t wise to trust visions alone. We were looking into the rumors. It is only now that we hear from you that even Sargon’s soldiers are telling these stories.”

      “I was the one who told you first,” Xander said. “You wouldn’t have even considered it.”

      “He enjoys considering gods and goddesses,” Aster said.

      “Our apologies, Your Majesty,” Fotis said. “We simply did not want to give you incorrect information. We know the seriousness of the matter.”

      “It is not alarming,” Aster said.

      “Indeed,” Fotis said.

      “I will tell you again,” Midas said. “You must alert me to any news that affects our battles with Sargon, including any visions or rumors, understood? I will decide whether to be alarmed.”

      “Of course, sire,” Fotis said. “Our apologies.”

      “I told you to tell him,” Xander mumbled.

      “He didn’t tell you to tell him,” Aster said.

      “Now it’s gotten worse,” Xander said.

      “It has not,” Aster agreed.

      “Enough!” Midas said.

      The advisors fell silent. The king paced back and forth, his hands behind his back. “Katiah of the underworld,” he said in a low voice.

      “But Father,” Zoe said, “Mother forbade—”

      “Yes. Your mother forbade any talk of the dark goddess.”

      “We know how the queen felt about her,” Fotis said. “It’s another reason why we hesitated to bring such news.”

      “The dark goddess is highly respected here,” Aster said.

      “He glows.” Xander started dancing about, holding his robe away from his legs like a lady might hold out her skirts. “The people stare. Where does the light come from?”

      “Katiah.” Midas pursed his lips together, his eyes unseeing.

      “Father?” Zoe said. “Surely you do not believe—”

      “I must have answers,” Midas turned to his advisors. “Clear answers, Fotis. Yesterday. Understood?”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” Fotis contorted himself into his best bow.

      “It is not understood,” Aster said.

      “Will you listen to me now?” Xander asked, turning to Fotis.

      Midas exited the dining hall, leaving the rest staring after him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The goddess Katiah walked alone through King Sargon II’s animal sanctuary. She wore a short-sleeved gown made of an airy material with tiny crystals embedded into the neckline. Her hair hung loose about her shoulders, a black headband keeping it away from her face. The animals stirred as she passed, yellow gazes following her under the glow of the oil lamps. At the tiger pen, she stopped and watched the male rise to study her. He and his female had a large space that had been fashioned to include a cave in the back, but she pitied them nonetheless, robbed of their right to roam the lands.

      “One of these nights, I will open your cage,” she said, “when I’m feeling adventurous.”

      She found the king where she expected she would—at the lion pen. She observed undetected as he gazed over the wall into the largest enclosure in the animal sanctuary. The moon’s glow illuminated the male lounging on a nearby rise, his shoulder braced against a block-shaped boulder. The female was nowhere in sight, which meant she had to be in the cave below.

      It was late. What the king had planned now, Katiah couldn’t guess. Sargon was his most attractive when he was deep in thought, his long oval face drawn down into his cleft chin, lips slightly pursed under the powerful nose. No other king had such a nose, like the side of a mountain, sloped and bold. It was the king’s nose that made his face worthy of being sculpted into stone. She had told him so one night while looking into his brown eyes.

      He’d raised his finger to stroke the bridge. “I thought it was my brow,” he’d said.

      The cage doors squeaked open. They were on the right and down the sloped path, near the farthest edge of the enclosure. The lion waited, ears perked, tail twitching. Katiah couldn’t see the servant from where she stood, but imagined a young man having been roused from his sleep to face one of nature’s fiercest predators. She felt a moment’s concern for him, followed by a mild curiosity at what Sargon had ordered him to do. Suddenly, a little lamb appeared, stumbling over its own legs as it was pushed from behind. The gate closed, the servant safe for another day. The lamb, on the other hand, stood clearly at risk, its white wool picking up the moon’s light so that it was plainly visible even in the night.

      “Not hungry, Tai?” Sargon asked in a smooth voice. “I must be feeding you too well.” He waited, but Tai only regarded the lamb with mild curiosity. The lamb, for its part, was smart enough not to go fleeing across the enclosure and, instead, picked its way carefully about its new home, nose down and then up, eyes alert.

      Katiah watched for a little longer and, when it seemed there would be no drama worthy of her attention, walked toward the king. He noticed her presence almost immediately, as if she had dropped a veil from around her body.

      “I’m afraid if anyone is going to be doing the hunting, it will be Zehra,” he said.

      “The female is the more cunning of the two,” Katiah agreed, “and the more efficient.”

      They stood together at the wall, both of them leaning on their forearms. Katiah inhaled his scent, a pleasant mix of musky sweat and laurel leaf oil. He wore a heavy cloak, for the night was chilly, his head bare so his black hair moved with the breeze. A few gray strands played about his temples, though they dared not disturb his forehead, which seemed, as the rest of his face, built like a barricade against all who would challenge him.

      “I assume you know my son has disappeared,” he said.

      Katiah’s heartbeat quickened. Surprising that he would bring that up so soon. She kept her expression neutral. “Which son, Your Majesty?”

      His features stiffened. He pulled away from the wall. “I’m not in the mood for games. If that’s what you came for, I bid you be gone.” He turned his back on her and started walking down the stone path toward the exit.

      Anger flared in Katiah’s breast. Who did he think he was, talking to the goddess of the underworld in such a way? With a flick of her hand, she could send him into spasms of pain. But he was right. She knew more than she was saying, and part of her admired him for sensing it. “Come, Your Majesty. I’ve only just arrived. If something has displeased you, perhaps I can help.” She followed him with light footsteps. “Even a goddess can be . . . distracted. You know how hard I’ve been working on your behalf. I hear your army recently experienced an unexpected victory.”

      Sargon walked on.

      “The last battle against King Midas’ forces. Word is that a strange fog descended, blinding them all against your attack. A serendipitous occurrence, no doubt.”

      Sargon slowed at the far edge of the lion enclosure, his gaze on the lamb, which had remained near the entrance. “Aw,” he said and clucked his tongue. “You understand what awaits you, don’t you? It’s only a matter of time.”

      “As it is for you, Your Majesty.” Katiah came up beside him once more. “Soon your lands will spread all the way to the western seas, your kingdom so vast and boundless few will find where it ends.”

      He waited, his jaw working back and forth. He was deciding whether to go along with her feigned ignorance. “It is Emir,” he said finally.

      Katiah smiled to herself. “And this concerns you?”

      “He is my son.”

      “You have many sons. Emir Alkan is hardly one who matters. He’s not an heir. And you’ve had him tucked away in your army for years. He could have been killed anytime. Why would it disturb you now if he were gone?”

      “No one leaves my kingdom!” Sargon turned an angry glare on her. “Not one of my soldiers, and particularly not my son.”

      Katiah averted her gaze to see Tai watching them, his golden eyes piercing even at a distance.

      “I want to know how he slipped away,” King Sargon said.

      “He’s lived here his whole life,” Katiah said sweetly. “He probably figured a way out.” With a little help from an interested party.

      “He must be found.” The king turned back to the lions. “Have you seen him?”

      It was time for her best performance. “Me?” She laughed her most tinkling laugh. “Why would I have seen that mutt of a boy? I was far from here, toiling for your benefit. Now I’m beginning to feel a bit unappreciated. Do you honestly think I have nothing to do but babysit your progeny?”

      Sargon didn’t believe her, it was plain, but he had no evidence with which to contradict her. He would have to swallow his suspicions for the time being. She watched with amusement as he worked at it, the veins taut in his neck. “You came with news,” he said finally.

      “I’m not sure I want to share it now that I’ve received such an impolite reception.”

      He cast her a wry sideways glance, then heaved a mighty sigh, his broad chest rising and falling. Finally, he turned toward her with a chivalrous bow. “Great Katiah, my apologies. I have been rude.” When he stood, the anger was gone from his face, replaced by his charming smile. He took her hand in his. “Perhaps you might retire with me to my chamber. We could have some fresh fruit and wine and discuss what it is you came to discuss.”

      How quickly he changed his demeanor! Here now was the engaging man she enjoyed with the deep-set eyes and tender lips. With one sweep of his arm, he could make her body wilt. It wasn’t hard at all to smile back, to forgive him his single-mindedness, to take his hand and walk with him alongside the lions’ enclosure toward the castle, where she would share his bed once more and what bits of her plan she wanted him to know.

      She would enjoy the evening. Sargon was a powerful and often considerate lover, particularly when he was getting something in return, something more than bodily pleasure. She felt her heart racing, her desire rising despite herself. “I think you will be pleased,” she said. “It won’t be long before Gordium will be yours.”

      He acknowledged her with a hum in his throat, but his gaze was directed at the space in front of him. She checked his expression and found he was holding himself in more than usual, his jaw set even as he appeared at ease. He was truly bothered by Emir’s escape, more than she had imagined he
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