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THE OSTERIA CHRONICLES 
Hundreds of years ago, North America 

experienced The Disaster. In what was once 
the Pacific Northwest, the survivors built a 
new world, Osteria, which was then divided 

into twelve city-states. 

To this world came the gods formerly 
worshipped by the Ancient Greeks. The gods 
have not changed—they are still powerful, 

petty, and consumed with rivalries and 
jealousy. 

And as before, the gods do not play fairly 
with those they despise. 



   

 

  

GLOSSARY

Agora: The central marketplace of a city. 
Drachar: The primary unit of currency used in Osteria. One 

hundred denaris equal one drachar. 
Herene: A woman who serves Hera. Her chastity ensures the 

safety of the polis. Any Herene who does not adhere to her 
vows faces a death sentence. 

Kingdom: A political division within Osteria. A kingdom 
maintains itself independent of the gods and goddesses of 
Olympus. Examples of kingdoms include Minoa and 
Amazonia. 

Polis (plural = poli): A political division within the land of 
Osteria. Ruled as a state from a powerful city, each polis 
has one of the Olympian gods (The Twelve) as its patron. 
Within the polis are smaller regions or districts ruled by 
governors who answer to the polis’s ruling government. 
There are twelve poli. 

Scapegoat: A tradition in some poli where one person accepts all 
the sins of the polis. He leaves the polis for a period of one 
year taking the polis’s sins with him. After the year, he 
may return. 

Solon: The title of the ruler of Portaceae. The position is inherited 
and given only to men. His wife is the Solonia 

The Twelve: The twelve gods of Olympus. Each god oversees the 
proper rule of one of Osteria’s twelve poli. They do not 
play a role in any of the kingdoms of Osteria. 

Vigile: Osteria’s police and fire-fighting team. The vigiles also 
make up the defensive forces when a polis is at war. 
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1 
HERC

The distant howl of the siren yanks me into consciousness. The vigile’s 
siren. If the resonant wail is within earshot, the situation is nearby and it’s 
my duty to respond. As a member of the vigiles, as the force’s 
commander, I’m never off duty. 

I jerk up from where I lay. The quick motion sends my head 
swimming. I drop my hands to my side to steady myself. I expect to sink 
into the plush give of my bed’s feather mattress. Instead, cold tile greets 
my hands. My head swims again trying to understand. Trying to 
remember. 

I grasp at the fog of a memory as I stare at my hand against the kitchen 
floor. My still spinning head can’t comprehend the color.  

The tiles are beige, aren’t they?  
It was what Meg had wanted when we’d been assigned vigile housing. 

I hadn’t minded the standard-issue gray, but Meg insisted the sandstone 
tiles would lighten up the dark interior of the home the polis issued us 
when we married. 

What frames my hand is not beige, although the pale color can be 
glimpsed in harsh streaks. Around my hand, even on my hand, swirls the 
maroon red of blood that is just starting to coagulate. 

Whose blood? 
The hand-cranked siren’s rhythmic wooing grows louder. From 

fourteen years of service as a vigile, I know whoever is working the crank 
already has knots forming in his shoulder. 

My blood? 
I pat myself down. No injuries except an ache when I flex my hands. A 

familiar ache like the one I get on fall days from spending hours chopping 
wood in preparation for winter. The ache from gripping an axe handle for 
too long. 

The pain triggers something and an image bobs to the surface of my 
mind: My hands clenching, squeezing something small. Cassie’s doll? No, 
the memory is solid and the doll is made of cloth from one of Meg’s old 
dresses.  

The approaching siren again pulls me back into focus. It has to be a 
response call to whatever has happened. My eyes dart over the room as I 



   

force aside the ever-growing scream of “Whose blood?” that threatens to 
devour my reason.  

Then I see it.  
A shape that reminds me of peeking in on Cassie while she sleeps. Few 

things warmed my heart more than seeing my children in their small 
beds with their arms tossed back in the confident lull of childhood sleep. 

But on the floor. Why is she sleeping on the floor?  
I watch a moment. My baby girl’s chest refuses to move with the 

rhythmic undulations of breathing. An icy hand digs into my gut. 
Unable to stand, I scramble over on hands and knees. I clutch Cassie to 

me. Her head flops to the side. Her neck broken. I scream. The sound 
rings wildly in my ears but I can’t stop. She’s only a baby, not even a year 
old. She can’t be dead, not after Meg gave up her life to bring this child 
into the world. The gods cannot be that cruel. 

Despite the ragdoll looseness of her body, I turn my head and place 
my ear on my daughter’s chest hoping to hear a heartbeat. I hear nothing 
but the siren.  

Before I can curse the gods, my eyes lock on the floor. 
Two swaths of maroon stripe their way from the kitchen into the 

pantry. Something has been dragged across the room.  A set of footprints 
smears the wispy swaths. The person who made them wore the treaded 
leather-soled sandals of a vigile who needs to cover unpaved terrain. 

No, no, don’t let it be. Not the twins. 
Still clutching Cassie to my chest, unwilling to let her be alone, I 

stagger into the pantry. 
Don’t let it be. Don’t let it be. 
The siren wails closer. 
Oh, dear gods. 
Forgetting caution on the blood-slicked floor, I dash to the bodies, slip 

in the mess, and come down hard on my knees next to them, next to the 
bloodied dagger discarded by whoever did this. Sergio and Sophia, my 
tow-headed twins, lie face down. Blood stains their linen white hair and 
seeps out from slashes in the fabric of their tunics. Their position disturbs 
me more than the blood, more than the wounds. A head lying face down 
should naturally turn to the side, unable to balance on nose and chin. My 
twins’ faces rest flat on the floor.  

I gently lower Cassie to a tattered rug, brushing a lock of silky hair off 
her face. 

The siren’s screech is now on my street. They will catch the person 
who did this. And then I will see that person sent to Hades. 

I slide my hand under Sofia’s thin chest. As I cradle the back of her 
head in my other hand, I turn her gently to look at me. The sight churns 
my stomach bringing acidic bile into my mouth. Sofia’s darling face, now 



   

a tangle of blood and bone, has been beaten until crushed flat. I ease her 
down as a ripping sensation tears through my chest. 

Heat flares through my eyes and, before I can blink them back, tears 
spill onto my twins’ ruined bodies. I stroke their backs as if lulling them 
to sleep. 

The siren stops outside. Men shout and I wonder who’s out there. Who 
made the call? Which neighbor ran to the end of the street to trip the call 
box? 

Did they see who did this? Did they see who destroyed my life? 
I stand, ready to help my fellow vigiles. 
“Hercules Dion.” The shout singes into my nerves and halts me. This 

isn’t the shout of someone calling out to see if all is well with a friend. It’s 
a command. “Come out willingly or we will use force.” 

They think it’s me. 
I try to push away the idea as ridiculous, but the truth I ignored earlier 

whooshes over me like an autumn gale.  
As part of the day’s duty, I had planned to head into Forested Park at 

the western edge of Portaceae City. I had put on my treaded sandals for 
the task.  

A feeling of being sucked to the depths of Portaceae’s deepest well 
overwhelms me. With a shaking hand and a prayer to The Twelve, I reach 
to my calf. My legs give out and I collapse to the floor. The dagger I and 
every human vigile wears is not in its holster. 

No, no, it’s impossible. 
Even on their worst days of sibling rivalries and tantrums, I had never 

raised a hand to my children. To think of doing this, causing all this 
blood, reeks of an impossible nightmare. The hand gripping my gut 
squeezes tighter sending a fresh burst of bile that burns my throat. 

I push myself up, fighting the urge to grab my children to me, to hold 
them and protect them like I had failed to do what must have been only 
moments ago. On shaky legs that threaten to give out with every step, I 
take the few strides from the pantry, through the kitchen, across the living 
room, and to the front door. All the while I keep my eyes straight. I can’t 
look at the blood. 

I didn’t do this. 
Opening the door brings me face to face with at least twenty vigiles, 

men and centaurs arranged into double-row formation. The front row of 
men crouches low as the back row of centaurs remains standing. At their 
center is a flame-haired young man, his face etched in pain and pity. 
Every vigile except him has an arrow aimed at my chest. I thrust my 
hands above my head, then notice they’ve brought the cart—the walled-
in, portable pen that provides a prisoner less space than a coat closet. I 
can’t remember the last time we had to use it, when the last blood crime 



   

was committed. 
A hunched old woman dressed in a faded floral wrap of thin wool 

runs up to the vigile in charge. His height and flaming shock of red hair 
make my cousin hard to miss. 

“That’s him,” she squawks, jutting her finger at me as if they don’t 
know who she means. “Screaming, I heard screaming and there he was 
with that poor little girl’s neck in his hands.” 

“I didn’t do this,” I say to myself. I have no memory of what she says I 
did. I wouldn’t do such a thing. Not to my children, not to my babies. But 
here is Elena, my friend and neighbor for the past five years accusing me 
of just that.  

“I sent Orpheus straight to the call box. It was too late though. That 
monster bashed his children—” She gasps for breath unable to finish the 
sentence. “I saw it. I saw it.” She breaks down as a lanky man with bowed 
legs wraps his long arms around her.  

“Thank you, ma’am,” Iolalus says. He speaks gently, but with 
authority. “We’ll see to it from here. Now, please step back.” 

She shoots a curse-filled look at me as her son, Orpheus, guides her 
back from the scene. 

“Cousin, will you come with us?” Iolalus asks.  
I hold Iolalus’s gaze, give a nod, and then walk slowly to him. Two 

other vigiles come from behind, stretching high to grab my hands so they 
can bind my wrists into cuffs. Knowing they can’t reach them, I lower my 
hands and ease them behind my back. Under the watch of a band of 
archers I’ve personally trained, I make each movement slow and steady. 
With practiced speed, the two vigiles lock my wrists into hard leather 
bands joined by a short piece of steel chain. The men step away as four 
centaurs form a wall around me. 

More neighbors appear from their homes, gaping their mouths and 
pointing at the spectacle. 

“I didn’t do this,” I say still holding Iolalus’s gaze as he steps in closer 
to me. I look to the cart. Icy sweat beads on my brow and my knees give a 
betraying tremble. “Please don’t put me in there.” 

Iolalus looks me over. I know I’m being evaluated by my keen younger 
cousin. He knows people; it’s one of the rare skills he has over me. Even if 
Iolalus could never win a wrestling match against me—although he has 
come close on occasion—he can guess a man’s intentions simply by 
looking at him. I’ve often wondered if my cousin doesn’t have a touch of 
oracle blood in his veins. 

Iolalus nods. “The cuffs have to stay though until we get to the arena 
and it’ll be Eury’s decision if you’re kept in the cart during or after your 
trial. As much as I’d like to, I can’t override the Solon. Come, we have to 
go.” 



   

He guides me with a gentle touch on the arm. 
Already the bells are ringing. The announcement of a public event in 

the arena. Not a game this time. Not a wedding. Today the people of 
Portaceae will be distracted from the mundane reality of their lives by a 
trial. 

As the vigiles march me to the arena in the heart of Portaceae City, a 
procession gathers behind us. The mile-long journey passes like a dream 
as I continue to mutter, “I didn’t do this,” as if saying it often enough can 
make it true. 

Once to the arena, I follow Iolalus through the building’s rear entrance 
where he unlocks my cuffs and tucks them into the belt of his tunic 
without comment of why he’s going against protocol. We emerge from 
the darkness of the structure’s underbelly and step out to the center of the 
arena’s sand and dirt floor.  

During the last Osterian Games I won the laurel after wrestling and 
defeating eleven opponents in this dusty mix. The victory gave Portaceae 
a short-lived renewal of her former glory. Back then—standing in the 
center of the floor of Osteria’s largest arena, gazing up at the towering 
columns that provided support for stands that held thousands of people
—I was filled with pride for my polis. 

As a prisoner, the arena takes on a different countenance. The columns 
loom over me like giants on the attack, the walls of the arena floor hem 
me in, and the murmuring beehive buzz of the crowd delivers an eerie 
shiver down my spine. It’s a far cry from the jests and jeers that typically 
accompany a trial and a world away from the cheers I’d earned three 
years ago. 

I didn’t do this, my mind screams. I don’t remember doing this. I 
didn’t do this. 

With Iolalus by my side, I stand, not shifting, not fidgeting, but 
holding myself straight and tall as I’ve been trained to do since my 
sixteenth year.  

The summer sun moves slowly over the arena. It doesn’t set, but 
instead lingers at the edge of the arena as if the gods don’t dare take their 
eyes off me. Finally, the trumpets blare to announce the arrival of the 
Solon. I square my shoulders as my elder cousin, the leader of Portaceae, 
steps onto the dais that perches above the arena floor. 

“Finally,” Iolalus says. “Gods be with you, cousin.” 
“Hera protect Portaceae,” I say. 
“Not for the past thirty years she hasn’t.” He claps me on the shoulder. 

“Good luck, Herc.”  
He steps back as I wait to be judged. 

 



   

  

2 
EURY

The bells. Gods, why do they have to be so loud? I wouldn’t give up 
being Solon for a night with Hera herself, but I cannot bear those damned 
bells. After all, I rule Portaceae. I should have the say when I’m needed at 
the arena, rather than being summoned with this obnoxious pealing as if 
I’m a common kitchen servant being called to lay out the evening meal. 
But duty calls, or rings in my case. I grin at my wit as I pull the sheets up 
over my head to block out the late afternoon light. Surely, the people can 
wait another few minutes. 

“Excellency,” Baruch announces from behind the closed bed chamber 
door. His smooth voice jerks me from my dozing slumber. “Hera awaits.” 

I wriggle the sheets up further over my head. First the bells and now 
Hera. Can a man not rest peacefully in his own bed?  

Before dragging myself to begin the day’s tasks, I lean over to kiss 
Adneta between her ample breasts. She moans and reaches for me. 
Unfortunately, with Portaceae’s patron goddess in the house I must 
ignore the surge in my groin. Unlike the people of the city, Hera will not 
abide waiting, nor will it benefit me to leave her twiddling her thumbs. It 
suits her vanity when mortals come running to her whenever she 
demands it. An inconvenient annoyance when you’re the one doing the 
running, but play to her vanity and Hera can be as easily duped as any 
naïve shopper trying to haggle for a bargain in the agora. 

I fling the covers back causing Adneta to yelp despite the warmth of 
the sun seeping into our bed chamber. She shoots me a harsh glare, but 
then quickly mollifies the look into a flirty pout. 

“Bring me something back,” she says. I blow her a kiss before entering 
my dressing chamber, but my wife entirely misses the gesture as she slips 
back under the sheets  

In the room adjoining the bed chamber, Baruch busies himself with 
laying out my clothes. I watch his long, elegant hands as they delicately 
sweep a piece of lint from the garments. Going solely on the beauty of his 
fingers, one would never think he is a servant. My stocky digits, even 
with their manicured nails, look no more regal than those of a field 



   

worker. I tuck my hands behind my back. I ignore the voice of my mother 
in my head telling me I’m foolish to compare myself to a mere servant. 
Once the clothing meets Baruch’s approval, I squirm into my tunic and he 
dresses me in the formal attire of a public gathering. As he arranges the 
folds of the black silk toga until they flow like water over my frame, the 
scent of mint floats from his lips. I fish my tongue around my mouth 
wondering about the state of my own breath. 

After slipping and securing calf-leather sandals onto my feet, Baruch 
places the Solonian Chain over my shoulders. The gold neckpiece is 
shorter than when I became Solon—several of the links having been 
clipped away to be melted into jewelry for Adneta—but it still retains 
enough loops to leave the Solon’s amulet, a gold-plaited peacock feather, 
resting just above my heart. 

Only once he steps back and nods approval at his work does Baruch 
hand me my scepter and place a jewel-encrusted crown on my head. Does 
he know that all but one of the jewels are paste? The true gems became 
gifts to my loving wife within the first year of our marriage. I eye the 
scepter wondering how much can be trimmed off its length without 
drawing notice. 

Baruch steps aside to allow me a glance into the mirror. I scan myself 
with pride from the crown resting amongst my black curls to the gold-
embroidered chain of peacock feathers at the bottom hem of my toga. 
Despite a crooked nose that no medic can force straight, I look exactly the 
part I was born for: the Solonship of Portaceae. 

“I assume Hera is in the Gods’ Room.” 
“Yes, Excellency.” 
“You heard the bells. You’ll need to ready the carriage. My people are 

beckoning me.” 
“Of course, Excellency.” 
He holds the door to the hallway open for me, remaining behind as I 

stride to the stairway that leads to the third floor of the Solon’s villa—to 
the Gods’ Room. The click-clack of my sandals slapping the hall’s marble 
floor echoes in the vast interior of my mansion. 

As always, the climb up the sweeping staircase’s forty-two steps gives 
me time to guess what Hera wants. No doubt this time her visit relates to 
the call to the arena, but I hope whatever the situation is won’t take long. 
In only a couple hours there is a party that I have no intention of missing. 
The Karadimos, the one family in Portaceae City whose company I can 
bear, will be breaking out some vintage Illamos Valley wine. Wine that 
costs over three hundred drachars a bottle being poured for free. One 
doesn’t miss an occasion like that for a mere public meeting. 

The thought of the party brings a parched tightness to my throat. 
Gods, I could use a glass of wine even if it’s the kitchen swill made by the 



   

people of the city using scraps of fruit they’ve gleaned from outside the 
city gates. Hera is never an easy goddess to deal with, but a helping of the 
grape makes any meeting with her go much more smoothly. I try to keep 
stashes of wine in the wall niches along the stairway. Unfortunately, the 
servants always tidy up my stockpiles. My peek into each niche, just in 
case one bottle has been left unnoticed, causes me to lose count of the 
steps. 

If only I’d been born to the Illamos Valley, I think as I trudge up riser 
after riser. Dionysus always strikes me as an amusing god to serve. But, 
alas, I’ve been blessed with the rule of Portaceae. And Hera. Rumor has it 
that decades ago she was an amiable goddess. Maybe not friendly or 
warm, but she at least cared for her polis. To think of the things I could 
get Adneta if I’d been Solon in my grandfather’s day when Portaceae was 
the envy of every other city-state in Osteria. 

I pass the final wall niche—as empty of wine as all the others—and 
pause at the top of the stairs to catch my breath and gather my 
composure. After wiping the sweat from my brow onto my sleeve, I grip 
the door’s peacock-shaped handle and mutter to myself a curse on Hera 
if the door doesn’t open. If Hera has changed her mind and gone on to 
other business, the knob won’t turn and I’ll have made the climb for 
nothing. Whether it is her idea of a joke or she simply changes her mind, 
her abandoning the Gods’ Room after summoning me is something Hera 
does much too often. I clench the knob tighter and give a twist. Today my 
leg-burning efforts are rewarded by the clasp slipping out of its latch and 
the door swinging open. 

An assaulting brightness forces me to squint my way into the vast 
room. The brilliant summer light streams in from the floor-to-ceiling 
windows that make up each wall except the one I’ve entered through. The 
God’s Room isn’t a room, but an entire floor of my home Hera had 
insisted upon when I had the abandoned villa refurbished. I would love 
to use the space for drinking parties or for a good romp with Adneta. 
Unfortunately, as part of Hera’s design, the door remains locked unless 
Hera waits inside. 

Despite the sun blaring in, the room is blissfully cool. I hear the snap of 
fingers and the windows darken enough for me to fully open my eyes. 
Hera, lounging on a simple, yet elegantly curved chaise, eyes me. She 
manages to grin and scowl at the same time—an unnerving expression 
she’s quite good at, but one that I can’t manage no matter how much time 
I spend trying to copy it in front of my dressing room mirror.  

The sight of her briefly pushes away thoughts of Adneta’s delightful 
body. I can’t fathom how Zeus, Hera’s wandering husband, doesn’t lust 
for his wife. I thank the gods for the layers of silk that cover my groin as 
Hera’s shimmering silver gown hugs her perfectly curved body.  



   

I bow to her, the motion uncomfortable with the ache the toga hides. 
“You heard the bells?” she asks.  
“They woke me, yes.” 
She gives me a judgmental look, but I refuse to feel guilty over 

enjoying my marital bed. Especially given how much I pay for what 
happens in that bed.  

“Your cousin is on trial.” Her eyes glint and a cruel smile mars her 
refined features. She slides off the chaise and steps toward me. Her bare 
feet make no sound on the floor.  

To my disappointment, the goddess makes no move to come toward 
me and instead steps over to one of the windows. Like a dog after a bitch, 
I follow Hera, stopping close enough to touch her. With great effort, I 
force my hands to stay by my sides. How does the leader of Vancuse 
handle his meetings with Aphrodite, the most beautiful of goddesses, 
when I can barely control myself with Hera, the one who is supposed to 
be the most matronly? 

“Which cousin?” I ask. She turns with a confused look on her face as if 
I’ve just been speaking Middish. “Iolalus or Herc?” I clarify. 

“The latter.” 
My heart leaps. So, the great Herc has done wrong at last. The Hero of 

Hestia, the laurel-winning wrestler, the man who I have no doubt the 
people of Portaceae would prefer take the Solonship has committed a 
crime. My nose throbs and my face twitches as I try to maintain a neutral 
expression.  

“There’s no need to hide that grin. You know I can’t stand the bastard 
either.” 

The smirk I tried to suppress crawls across my lips. If only my father 
could see Herc now, would he be so proud? Would he still wish his sister-
in-law’s bastard son was his own? As children, my father would goad 
Herc and me into wrestling bouts. Even though Herc promised he was 
holding back, he bested me every time. Once, in my frustration, I put my 
cousin in a chokehold—against the rules except in the most vicious of 
back alley fighting pits. It took only a slight shift of weight and he flung 
me over his shoulders. I landed poorly and somehow managed to break 
my nose. My father could only laugh as Herc helped me up. I shouted my 
hatred at them both through the blood streaming out of my nostrils. Did 
my father call a medic? Did he ask if I was all right? No, he merely 
scoffed at me saying he wished he had a son like Herc to call his own.  

“A bastard? I’m sure you have plenty,” I accused. “And you,” I shot a 
finger at Herc, “you will be glad that the Solonian crown does not yet sit 
upon my head. Otherwise, I would have you executed for treason.” 

My father narrowed his eyes and said in a cool, level tone, “You, Eury, 
are the only bastard I’ve created.” He then stood, apologized to Herc for 



   

my behavior, and escorted him home. I can still recall Herc looking back 
at me with a glance that was a mixture of apology and pity as my mother 
rushed to my side. 

Even now as I near my thirtieth year of life, every glory of Herc’s 
sends an ache through my nose. With Hera’s news, my nose suddenly 
feels as straight and regal as the one that sits on Baruch’s face.  

“My dear Hera.” I hold my hand out to her and she takes it. She is 
indeed in a good mood. I lead her to the chaise and we sit side by side like 
lovers. “Now, tell me, what has my cousin done?” 

She pinches her lips trying to suppress a laugh. Her eyes water as a 
couple snorts escape her nostrils. Through her amusement she’s barely 
able to say the words: “Murdered his children.” 

She cackles. The sound and the information hit me like one of Zeus’s 
lightning bolts. My smile caves as an uncharacteristic wave of pity 
washes over me for my cousin. He just lost Megara not even a year ago. 
Complications during the birth of Cassandra or some such thing. And, 
with no sons of my own, I should have hated his son Sergio who sat third 
in line to my crown until Adneta produced a son. But if Hera speaks the 
truth that boy is no longer. The charming child, his clever twin sister, and 
the baby are gone. 

“How? He wouldn’t. He loved them.” 
Hera lets out a dismissive sound and rolls her eyes. 
“You have a case to judge. Be sure you don’t let him take the easy way 

out.” 
“But I—” 
“We’ll talk later. We have much to discuss.” 
With that, she vanishes into a foggy mist.  
Filled with a mix of grief and elation I head down to the courtyard 

where Baruch waits beside my carriage. Four of my Solonian Guards 
stand behind and to the sides of the vehicle, ready to jog alongside as I 
travel to the arena. Each of the hand-picked guards is required to carry no 
less than one-quarter giant’s blood. Their human side makes them bright 
enough to be able to follow commands, but their giant line makes them 
half again as tall as any man with triple a man’s muscle and endurance. 
They’re a formidable force loyal to me, unlike the vigiles who spend their 
loyalty on Herc, their commander. I hoist myself into the ornate 
contraption, plunk down into the plush leather seat, and draw the 
curtains.  

As Baruch twitches the two black stallions into a walk, I thank the 
gods that my mother was able to squeeze me out those precious few 
hours before Alcmena brought my cousin into the world. Herc—big, 
bulky, athletic, and common—is suited for walking and traveling on 
horseback. I, better built for dancing than wrestling, am made for the 



   

luxury of my position. I deserve the ease and glamor of riding in a 
carriage pulled by two Astorian steeds—a privilege granted only to the 
Solon. Gods, if he were Solon, Herc would probably walk with the people 
as my grandfather did. Embarrassing. 

Although I normally try to keep my cousin far from my mind, I lose 
myself in thoughts of Herc as the carriage rolls down the Solonian Hill 
and into the heart of Portaceae City. Could he have truly done this deed? 
My cousin has never seemed violent. Even in the wrestling ring, he 
would lose a match rather than give in to the cruel moves that—although 
not exactly against the rules—could cause enough physical damage to 
ruin his opponent’s career. And, except when he was beating me at my 
father’s request, Herc has always tried to protect me. At thirteen, when 
my rule first began, I’d even considered taking Herc as one of my guards, 
but my mother who served as regent until I turned sixteen advised 
against it: “One doesn’t let the person next in line to the Solonship guard 
the person on the Solon’s throne.” Wise words. At her advice, I formed 
the Solonian Guard and kept Herc at a distance ever since.  

In little time, the carriage jerks to a halt. Surely we can’t be at the 
arena. It’s too quiet. Where are the hoots and hollers of people 
demanding a good show? I pull back the curtain to see the large square 
stones of the arena and the gaps where mortar has crumbled away. 
Baruch opens the door and I step out. Tinny trumpets announce my 
arrival and, followed by my guards, I make my way into the rear 
entrance. Once in, I pass through a wide tunnel. Stairs to my left would 
take me three stories up to my box seat, while stairs to the right lead up to 
the control room that hasn’t functioned for anything but a storage room 
for decades.  

Thankfully, to judge a trial, I’m able to bypass another round of stair 
climbing. In my layers of judicial clothes and with the stifling summer 
evening heat, the exertion might melt me. Instead, I go straight, following 
a steep, zigzagging ramp that brings me to the dais. To the right of where 
the ramp begins, another shallower incline delivers defendants, 
entertainers, and competitors to the arena floor. What had Herc thought 
when he passed through that door? Did he wonder if he would be alive 
when he passed through it again? 

Stepping onto the dais, I take in the arena. The massive screen that 
once showed events from Osteria’s other poli still remains dark, but has 
gained a new bird’s nest in one of its corners since last week when I was 
required to cast judgment over some Athenian who had stolen a loaf of 
bread. Such a waste of time. I roll my eyes and notice a crack in one of the 
columns holding up the south balcony has grown deeper and wider since 
my last visit. I shrug it off. After all, if the thing has held this long, it will 
surely be fine for another several years.  



   

In the center of the dais stands the cushioned Solonian chair that has 
been brought down from my box. The rounded back is embroidered with 
multi-colored thread to resemble a peacock tail while the legs end in feet 
that look like those of a bird. I raise my hands in greeting, command 
silence, and then feel foolish for the automatic order. This crowd cannot 
get any quieter. Disrespectful it is. At the very least they should cheer my 
entrance. But I suppose silence is better than the undeserved insults I 
frequently faced upon entering the arena. 

Since I can’t take my cue to begin the proceedings from the quieting of 
the crowd, I take it from Iolalus stepping back from Herc.  

Even from the dais that rises half a giant’s height above the floor of the 
arena, I feel dwarfed by my cousin. Herc stands proud and tall. The low 
sun makes him glow, showing off muscles I’m not even sure I possess. 

Without thinking to stop it, my hand brushes over my robes, which 
now seem to do little to hide the small paunch I’ve grown over the past 
few years. I snort at my insecurity. After all, which of us is up here and 
which is down there? I thrust my chin up, stare down the length of my 
nose at Herc, and notice the blood spattering the front of his white tunic.  

Damning evidence to wear to a trial, cousin.  
I push my shoulders back, ease into my chair and tap the scepter three 

times on the floor of the dais to start the proceedings. 
“State your name,” I say sticking to formality. 
“Hercules Dion, son of Alcmena.” 
This generates a hum from my subdued audience. It’s the surname of 

the father that citizens of Portaceae attach to their names in formal 
situations. But Herc has never known his father. Alcmena never told him 
or anyone else who she’d bedded to breed my hulking cousin. In his 
youth Herc faced no end of ridicule for his lack of paternity. But with his 
heroics on the streets and in the arena over the years, he has become a 
favorite of the people—too much a favorite for my taste—and the 
criticisms have mostly faded away. 

“And what do you stand accused of?” 
Herc swallows as his chin wavers. Oh, it would be wonderful if he 

cried. It would really add to the show. He shifts on his feet, looks down to 
them and then, with a deep inhale, pulls himself back up to his rigid 
vigile stance. 

“Blood crime,” he says with a slight shake of his deep voice.  
That wakes the people up. Shouts of disbelief rush over the tiers of 

seating. In the next wave of shouts, the insult that plagued him when he 
was young erupts from several areas of the stands. 

“Monster!” 
Monster. Yes, he had been known as that. “Bastard Monster” was 

another variation he’d earned after breaking a boy’s arm. Granted the boy 



   

had been insulting me, calling me “Rat Weasel” for my large front teeth 
and long face that took years to grow into the lean, strong countenance I 
bore now. And granted, Herc didn’t know I had just taken the boy’s 
wooden horse from him, but the moment the boy laid a hand on me 
knocking the horse from my grip, Herc burst from out of nowhere and 
shoved the boy away from me. The idiot child stumbled over the toy, 
landed badly, and broke his arm. Complete bad luck, but he’d made sure 
to tell everyone that Herc, for no reason, had come up, twisted his arm 
back, and then laughed when it snapped.  

I suppose I should have defended my cousin, but I didn’t want my 
own crime of stealing the toy exposed so I stayed out of the matter. With 
his brawny size even at that age and his bastard status, Herc, despite 
being one of the grandsons of the current Solon, was deemed a monster 
and became an outcast until he joined the vigiles. 

Now, the name has come back to life. Herc again shifts on his feet. His 
eyes dart across the arena. I let the crowd have their fun for a few 
moments before calling order with two taps of my scepter. 

“Do you have witnesses to defend you?” 
“No, Excellency.” 
“Are there witnesses to stand against you?” 
A wrinkled hag with a hunched back calls out as she hobbles her way 

to the edge of the stands. Someone opens one of the gates and she 
cautiously climbs down the stairs to the floor of the arena. 

“Your name?” 
“Elena Keros, mother of Orpheus Keros,” she replies denoting her own 

father is dead, but that she has another male relation in her father’s line. 
“And you witnessed a blood crime committed by the man next to 

you?” 
She looks to her left and, as if she doesn’t know damn well that Herc is 

there, gives a little squeak of terror as she staggers back a few steps 
clutching the tattered hem of her collar. 

“Yes, Excellency,” she says with a waver in her voice. “He had his 
youngest child by the neck. He—I don’t know, what he’d done but there 
was blood from one room to the next. He killed them all, all his little 
ones.” Her voice grows higher and more frantic with each word. With a 
wail, she drops her face into her hands and a beanpole of a man rushes 
down to lead her away. 

“Is there confirmation of this?” I ask. Someone has to back the witness. 
We can’t have people making unfounded accusations just to settle a tiff. 
Although Hera has told me what happened and although I already know 
I will rule Herc guilty, I have to go through the proper protocol. After all, 
one has to give the appearance of being just and reasonable. 

My flame-haired cousin steps forward. 



   

“The scene is how she described it.” Why can Iolalus never address me 
as Excellency when he speaks to me? Would that be so hard? “Herc was 
the only one we found on the scene.” 

He steps back staring blankly ahead. The arena darkens as heavy, 
black-grey clouds roll over the city. 

“Do you wish to confess?” I ask. 
“I remember none of it,” Herc says. “I cannot confess. I can’t believe I 

did these things. You know I loved them.” His throat catches and this 
time he does cry. I scan the crowd and roll my eyes when I notice more 
than a few people are also in tears. 

“Because someone has witnessed against you and because of the 
severity of the case—” 

“Please,” Iolalus interrupts. “Please, he could pay tribute. He didn’t—” 
“Shut up, Iolalus,” Herc says gently. Iolalus opens his mouth as if to 

say more, but then clenches his jaw forcing himself into silence. 
“Are we done with the interruptions?” I pause and the arena remains 

hushed. “Because of the severity of what you’ve done, you will face the 
traditional punishment for a blood crime.” 

Herc doesn’t flinch, no expression registers on his face. He had to have 
known his fate the moment he was arrested.  

“As the day is late,” I say, my mouth dry with the thought of the 
copious amounts of wine in my near future. Certainly I can’t be expected 
to forego my party just to witness my cousin be buried alive. Besides, the 
thick bank of clouds scream rain is on the way and I don’t want to loiter 
at the blood crime vault getting soaked when I could be with Karadimos 
getting sauced. “You will be held until tomorrow when justice will 
prevail. Take him to jail. In the cart.” 

At that, at the order to use the cart, Herc’s body trembles. Truly 
trembles. I can see the muscles twitching, his legs shaking. How he does 
hate confined spaces. He has my mother to thank for that. Although my 
father doted on him, my mother had no love for Herc—the primary threat 
to her only son’s future position. When my father wasn’t around, any 
minor wrong—a towel placed incorrectly, a cup left out, a garment dirtied
—earned my cousin the cruel and unusual forms of punishment she had 
developed especially for the child of her older sister. Punishments that 
apparently still scar him. 

The sky begins spitting rain. My silks will not fare well in such 
weather. To hurry the close of the trial, I ignore the list of formalities I’m 
supposed to go through such as describing the history of the punishment, 
how the gods make their judgment, and an assortment of other mundane 
trivia. Instead, I stand, tap the scepter another three times to close the 
trial, and turn to leave. 

“Please,” Herc calls. “Allow me a vigile’s death. Here. Now.” 



   

Is his fear so bad that he can’t handle the thought of a night in a jail 
cell? Or can he not live another twelve hours with the guilt of what he’s 
done?  

“Come on,” someone yells from the crowd. “Show mercy.” The crowd 
joins in on this plea. Are they mad? Only moments ago they’d been 
calling him a monster. 

I hesitate, stopping just at the edge of the ramp. A quick slice to the 
throat and Herc the Hero would no longer be a threat to my position. The 
vigile’s death would have him out of my way as well as saving me the 
bother of getting up early tomorrow morning to witness his burial. 
Certainly, to let him take the knife now will involve a few rituals I’ll have 
to pretend to be interested in and there will be a handful of documents to 
sign, but Karadimos should have enough wine to last if Adneta and I 
show up an hour or so late. It would be worth missing out on the start of 
the reverie to be rid of this fallen hero before me. 

I turn back, ready to agree to the request, to let Iolalus open Herc’s 
throat and be done with the matter. I raise the scepter. Just as I am about 
to call the trial back to order, I recall Hera’s words not to let my cousin 
take the easy way out. In matters relating to Herc, her most hated mortal, 
I don’t dare go against the goddess’s commands no matter how tempting. 

With a flick of my wrist, I tuck the scepter under my arm and continue 
down the ramp trying to move as calmly, as regally as possible. But when 
the crowd erupts in angry shouts, I scurry to the carriage and slam the 
door behind me. 



   

 

  

3 
HERC

 “Let’s go, Herc,” Iolalus says as he guides me to the cart that’s still 
hitched to its horse outside the arena. I can’t control the shaking in my 
muscles. My breaths come in short gasps as my heart thuds a rapid beat 
in my ears. My legs freeze refusing to step inside the dark confines of the 
cart. Iolalus looks around. “Eury’s gone. I’ll let you walk, if that’ll be 
easier.” 

I don’t deserve easy. I deserve the worst torments ever imagined. 
I curse myself for my earlier plea for a vigile’s death. Did my children 

get to choose how they died? Did they get to live without fear in their last 
moments in this world? 

I step up to the walled cart. Without question, Iolalus unlocks the door 
and pulls it open. My legs weaken as the hinges let out a howling creak. 
Even with the door gaping wide, the cell’s interior remains murky. What 
light does get in shows the remnants of webs and casings from spiders 
that have been decorating the box since its last use.  

“You don’t have to,” Iolalus says.  
“Yes, I do.” I climb inside ducking my head down to fit in the cramped 

pen. I pull the door shut after me. The harpy-like noise of its hinges grates 
on my ears and blasts ice down my spine. The box, built for an average 
sized man, pins me in, forcing me to contort my shoulders. Even this 
doesn’t ease the pressure of the wood walls against my sweaty skin that 
has chilled with fear. The chill doesn’t last long. Still hot from sitting in 
the sun, the stagnant air of the cell turns to stifling with my harried 
breathing. 

But I deserve this and every other discomfort the minds of gods and 
men can devise. 

Elena saw me do it. The woman who had given me strawberries from 
her garden in the spring and tomatoes in the summer, who had cared for 
my children and me after Meg died. She saw my hands on my babies’ 



   

throats. She heard the screams of their last breaths. She witnessed at my 
trial and Iolalus confirmed it. She knows more about the deaths of my 
children than I do. And that, that I don’t even recall any of the deed, 
notches what I have done to another level of unforgiveable.  

So, as the cart jostles along driving splinters into my flesh, I know I 
have brought every piece of mental and physical anguish the gods can 
muster upon myself.  

From outside the cart I can hear the clipping of centaurs’ hooves. They 
will be surrounding the cart, guarding their prisoner. People must have 
already spilled out of the arena to line up along Portaceae’s rutted roads. 
Despite their near silence in the arena, they now find their voice in 
shouts, jeers, and pleas. 

“Kill the bastard monster.”  
“How could you?”  
“Set our hero free.” 
I wrench my hands up to cover my ears, but the moment my palms 

come near my face the feral scent of dried blood hits me. Which of my 
children’s blood is it? Or have they all mingled? 

Slowly the shouts die down. We will be passing through Portaceae 
City’s gates and into the surrounding land outside the city walls. Rather 
than follow the distance to the jail, the people of the city will return to 
whatever work they had been occupying themselves with before the call 
to the arena sounded. 

Not long after the cries of the people die away, the cart lurches to a 
stop. A key clatters in the lock and Iolalus greets me with a reassuring 
smile. I peel myself out of the box. My shoulders throb from the pressure 
and the pieces of wood that have embedded themselves into my skin. The 
humid conditions inside the cart nearly match those outside. Even if the 
heavy clouds give no more rain, the looming pressure in the air signals an 
electrical storm is on its way. 

After releasing the other vigiles from their duty for the day, Iolalus 
leads me into the jail, a small stone building on the outskirts of Portaceae 
City. The structure had once been the home of Portaceae’s founder, but as 
Portaceae City, the capital of the polis, grew up closer to the junction of 
the Illamos and Great Rivers, the house found a new purpose: to keep 
prisoners outside the city walls. 

Before stepping through the door, I look into the distance. On the 
horizon stands Hera’s temple silhouetted by the last light of this long day. 
Also built at the time of Portaceae’s founding, the temple was poorly 
located and found itself barred from inside the capital’s walls. The temple 
keeps itself at a distance as if the goddess expects the people of the city to 
come to her.  

With morbid fascination, I can’t pull my eyes away from the aloof 



   

structure. Tomorrow I’ll be taken there to be sent under. They will lock 
me into a metal coffin that is even smaller than the walled cart, lower me 
into the stone-lined blood crime vault, seal it off, and leave me there for 
the turn of one moon. I will face a fear that will be miniscule compared to 
what my children must have endured. It will be up to the gods to decide 
my innocence. If I survive, I didn’t do those horrible acts. If I die, then the 
gods’ justice will have been served. I have no doubt the gods will take 
me. And, as I now have nothing to live for, I don’t care. 

Iolalus takes me to a cell, a true cell this time with bars, bunk beds, 
dank smell of wet stone, and faint light coming through a high window. 
The small quarters would normally pique my fear, but after being in the 
cart, the cell greets me like a spacious relief. Iolalus slides back the barred 
gate and I enter. Before I can turn around, the gate rattles and closes with 
a crash. 

My cousin reaches his hand through the bars. I take it. The calluses on 
his fingers from pulling the strings of many bows rub against my palm. 
Instead of shaking it, he just holds my aching hand in his comforting me 
and making my heart swell with agony and gratitude. 

“I guess our boar hunt is off?” he asks with a weak smile. 
The boar. After weeks of the animal ravaging fields and attacking 

people in the wooded grove of Forested Park, the vigiles had tracked him 
to his lair. Iolalus and I were supposed to have led a team this evening to 
capture the beast and was why I’d donned my treaded sandals. I recall 
the bloody marks the tread left on the floor of my home. The taste of bile 
fills my mouth again at the memory. After letting the bitterness burn my 
tongue a moment, I force the foul substance back down. 

“I suppose it is. Take a group tomorrow. Make a feast of the thing.” 
“Is there anyone you want to see?” Iolalus asks as tears well in his 

eyes. 
“No.” Who would I ask for? Everyone I love is dead except for him.  
“The people always wanted you, you know that don’t you? There’s 

been word among the vigiles of ousting Eury and making you Solon.” 
I had heard the rumors. Several legions of Portaceae’s vigiles were said 

to be plotting a coup. They want to remove Eury—and I have no doubt 
the removal would be violent. By the laws of Portaceae, as the next oldest 
male in Nikos’s line I would inherit the Solonship if Eury dies. The mere 
mention of the coup or of anyone else being Solon is treason and I had 
given express orders for the men and centaurs under my command to 
have no part of it. We have a duty to the Solon that must be upheld 
regardless of how little we like the man. Had Iolalus gone against my 
orders? 

“A good thing they didn’t. They would have been ruled by a man even 
worse than our cousin. At least he’s just lazy. I’m—” I trail off, unable to 



   

give voice to what I have proven myself to be. A monster, just as I’d been 
named so many years ago. 

Iolalus gives a disapproving sigh. I pull my hands out of his and wipe 
my eyes. Only after do I wonder if I’ve painted my face by streaking the 
blood from my hands through my tears. 

“Gods be with you, Herc.” 
“Hera protect Portaceae.” 
Iolalus snorts. “Hera’s a bitch, Herc. Don’t ever forget that.”  
Despite everything, I laugh at his blasphemy and at the fact that I 

won’t live long enough to forget anything ever again. 
He steps back, gives the sharp bow a vigile gives to a senior member, 

stands straight, and marches off. As second-in-command under me, he 
will now advance to vigile leader. He’s young, but it’s a post he will take 
to with ease and plenty of support. Watching him as long as I can through 
the bars, I notice him wipe his own eyes then touch his hand to the charm 
that dangles from a leather lace around his neck before he disappears out 
of my view. 

I turn to look at the cell. Suddenly it seems too small, too confined, and 
the consuming rush of panic hits me. My hand automatically flies to my 
own charm—a peacock that clutches a dozen arrows in its feet and 
symbolizes my status as commander of Portaceae’s vigiles. Seeking 
comfort from the familiar object, I grip the metal bird so tightly the twelve 
arrows pierce into my palm sending my own blood trickling across my 
hand.  As the walls of the cell creep in on me, I press myself up against 
the frigid bars as if I can squeeze myself out between them. The metal 
gate clatters as tremors rattle through my body  

Just as I’m about to cry out for someone, a pair of legs swings over the 
edge of the top bunk. The mattress squeaks as a man sits up and peers at 
me. The faint evening light that trickles through the window glints off the 
man’s bald head. He reaches for something. Without more light, I can’t 
see what he’s stretching for and tense my muscles ready for an attack. 
With a hiss, the cell bursts with brightness that quickly fades to a warm 
glow. 

“We’re not supposed to have candles, but it’s not like anyone checks.” 
With the candlelight near his face I can now see he’s old, not as old as 

Elena, but still creased with wrinkles that extend like a delta from his eyes 
and carve river beds along the sides of his mouth. 

“I heard what your friend there said about Hera,” he says. His voice 
has a thick, yet melodic sound to it. He isn’t from Portaceae. A polis up 
north perhaps. 

“I’m sorry, he meant no offense.” Talking to someone helps ease my 
panic, although I can still feel it trying to pierce the gauze-thin layer of 



   

calm I’ve draped over myself. “May I?” I point to the wooden bench on 
the wall opposite the bunks. 

“Be my guest. Name’s Stavros Paulos.” It’s odd hearing someone 
introduce himself without including his father’s name. After spending a 
lifetime without having one to attach to mine, I can’t say I don’t mind the 
omission. “And I’m not offended. Hera is a bitch, from all I hear. Ya hear 
that?” He shouts at the window, “A bitch.” 

“Quiet. You’ll draw her wrath.” 
“Meh, she’s too busy to notice.” 
“Busy?” 
“It’s the only sense I can make for the state of this polis. I used to come 

to Portaceae as a kid. My family took vacations here. I know little ‘uns 
embellish things in their memories, but I’ve got a postcard back home 
that proves Portaceae used to be one of the grandest poli there ever was. 
You had the most beautiful, most enviable, wealthiest city in all Osteria. 
Buildings gleamed, roads were so smooth they seemed like they were 
paved with marble and the people – oh, the people. I swear it on the 
gods’ robes, you were the some of the most attractive people my eyes 
have been blessed to land on, second only to the Vancusians. Now you lot 
are a disheveled mess, your polis is in a downward financial spiral, and 
you can’t blink without a building falling on you.” 

It’s nothing I haven’t heard before, but hearing it from an outsider 
bristles my already frayed nerves.  

“Why are you here then?” I ask curtly. 
“Here jail or here Portaceae?” 
I shrug. “Both.” 
“I’m here in jail because I stole a loaf of bread.” 
“Stealing’s not a crime where you come from?” 
“It’s a crime across Osteria, but what’s a man to do? That python of a 

Solon you have has squeezed this polis tighter than Hera’s twat. I’m not 
sure if Hera herself could wring out a single drachar after his 
management of this polis, not that she’d try. She’s neglected you all. You 
know that, don’t you? You do, but you won’t admit it. The city’s in 
disrepair. I know, I know.” He holds up his hands to stop my defense. 
“It’s the earthquakes. But every polis is seeing an increase in them. Still, 
when one happens where I come from, if a building falls, we build it 
again, better and stronger than before. You Portaceans just seem to leave 
them weakened until they collapse on your heads. And that’s why I stole. 
My daughter and grandchildren live here. Their building fell a few weeks 
ago. Her husband was killed and they’ve been left with nothing. Since 
Portaceae doesn’t give out free bread like most other poli, they were near 
starving. I stole some bread to fill their empty bellies. Hera forgive me.” 



   

He pauses for a moment. Whether to catch his breath or let his words 
sink in, I’m not sure. It’s true, my cousin has done little for the polis, but 
has he been taking wealth from it? Is Hera blind to his faults and crimes 
or does she allow them? I don’t have time to form answers to these 
questions as Stavros continues talking. 

“To add dung to the pile, I’m a scapegoat. That’s why I’m here in 
Portaceae, not home in Athenos where you’d think being an engineer 
would count for something.” 

I recall the term scapegoat from school. Portaceae doesn’t follow the 
ritual, perhaps because if we kicked someone out for a year, they 
wouldn’t come back. The idea was that each year one person would 
symbolically take on all the state’s sins and leave the polis for one year. 
Over the year, the sins would fall away from the scapegoat who, at the 
end of the year, could return to his polis as another scapegoat took his 
place. It had always seemed an odd idea to me, but the prospect of 
traveling to other poli drew my interest. And now, the idea of ridding 
myself of sin appeals as much to me as nectar to a bee. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—” 
“You’re familiar. Your eyes, maybe.” He squints at me in the 

candlelight. “What’d you say your name was?” 
“I didn’t. It’s Herc Dion, short for Hercules.” I rise up and extend my 

hand. He doesn’t take it and instead shifts about on the bed causing it to 
cry out in mousy squeaks. 

“I’m, oh, I’m sorry,” he stammers. “Your cousin.” 
“Calm yourself, I’m not his spy.” I extend my hand again and this time 

he shakes it. His hand is knobby, but the skin feels smooth. 
“That’s it, your grandfather was Nikos. I remember seeing him in 

person when I was a boy. Your face, strong just like his. He was much 
admired.” 

“Quite. One of the best, people say. It was always odd in school 
hearing about his great deeds from my teachers when every Godsday he 
would be at our house, playing with me, tossing me around like a toy. 
Until I grew too big for such games.” I smile at the memory. 

“And you’re not leader? Why? You certainly look—” he pauses 
scanning me up and down looking for the right word, “—qualified.” 

“Rule is hereditary in Portaceae. Nikos had three girls.  Zoe was the 
youngest; Rena, Eury’s mother, was the middle child; and my mother, 
Alcmena, was his oldest.” 

I stand to stretch, stepping over to the window that is level with my 
eye. The temple glows in the moonlight that has forced its way through 
the clouds, but the beauty of the scene is ruined by the stench coming 
from the buckets in the corner of the cell.  



   

“Then your mother should have become leader and you after her. We 
have elected leaders in Athenos, but that’s how they do it in Cedonia.” 

I turn back to him. The earlier contempt in his face is gone, replaced 
with curiosity. 

 “No, women don’t rule in Portaceae. They can be regents, but it’s the 
next male born in the Solon’s line that leads after he dies. When both my 
mother and Rena became pregnant at the same time, there was a flurry of 
bets and whispers.” 

“Whispers?” 
“My mother wasn’t married. To make things worse, she refused to tell 

anyone who my father was. Some people even said it was an Incubus 
who ravaged her. To her dying day she never uttered the name of my 
sire.” 

“That’s not right. A man should be a father to his children.” The words 
sting. What kind of father had I been to my children? “Well, go on. What’s 
the rest?” 

“My mother went into labor first and people actually started collecting 
their bets. A midwife arrived, one unfamiliar to my mother. My mother 
already had a midwife who had attended her through the pregnancy, her 
friend Agalia from the Augean District of Portaceae. The new midwife 
told Agalia that my mother no longer needed her services and sent her 
away. In the pain of labor, when my mother called out for Agalia, the new 
midwife said Agalia had been heavily drunk when my mother’s call came 
and should be kept away.” 

“Who was the mystery midwife?” 
“My mother never found out. She was in a beast of a labor and needed 

every trick in Agalia’s bag. The pain had her in and out of consciousness 
for hours.” 

The words stir up memories of Meg withering away in agony to bring 
Cassie into the world. Stavros, wanting his story, doesn’t let me linger 
long on the agony-ridden thought. 

“I don’t doubt it. Look at the size of you. You could never have been 
tiny.” 

“No, but I wasn’t overly large either. In my mother’s twentieth hour of 
labor, Rena’s waters broke. Within an hour Eury was born.” 

“And you?” He asks the question as if he can’t tell I made it out alive. 
“Agalia, hearing rumors of my mother’s strenuous labor, knew she 

had to take action or my mother would die. She sent a boy to tell the 
unknown midwife that Rena had birthed a son but needed assistance to 
stop the bleeding. The midwife gave my mother a final look— which my 
mother described as haughty— before she ducked out the door leaving 
my mother lying there with a baby still stuck in her womb. The moment 
the midwife stepped outside, Agalia rushed into my mother’s house, 



   

locked the door, and tended to my mother. She said I was doing my best 
to get into the world, but each time I’d gain some ground it was as if an 
unseen hand would push me back in. I’d start out, and then back in I 
went. But under Agalia’s care I was birthed only a few hours after Eury.” 

“If you’d only been born first.” He shakes his head. “Bad luck.” 
“It’s the only luck I seem to have.” 
“And is that why you’re here? Bad luck? Or did you fail to kiss your 

cousin’s ass?” 
I don’t want to tell him what I’ve done. If I do he will shun me, refuse 

to speak to me. I can’t bear to be left in silence in this cramped cell. But I 
will not let the last words out of my mouth be a lie. 

“Blood crime. They say I killed my family. I have no recollection of it, 
not a single moment. But I was witnessed.” 

Crickets chirp outside the cell, but inside silence reigns. Even the 
mattress doesn’t squeak. Stavros stares at me as I slip down onto the 
bench again.  

The shaking starts in my hands.  
The cell, had the walls been so close when I walked in?  
I jump up from the bench. One stride delivers me to the window.  
It took two or three before, didn’t it?  
I look out, straining my head against the bars to take in the vastness of 

the world outside and suck in deep breaths of humid air. 
“The gods can bring insanity.” Stavros’s voice whips me back around. 

The walls ease back, just a hand’s breadth, but it’s a start. “Even if it’s 
only temporary.” 

“I don’t mean to be rude, but I won’t blame my actions on the gods.” 
“No, and that’s exactly why I think your own mind wouldn’t let you 

do this. You have honor, not murder in your veins. Are you being sent 
under?” 

“In the morning.” 
“Would you like to sleep?” 
“I don’t think I could.”  
“Good. I miss talking to people. I’ll tell you about Athenos, if that’ll 

help take your mind away from your troubles.” 
I thank him and he begins his tales. Stavros has travelled across 

Osteria and not only tells me about Athenos, but about the other city-
states and even details of the outlying kingdoms that make up the realm 
of Osteria. Thunder rumbles throughout the night, but the cell is never 
brightened by lightning. Stavros talks until the candle burns out and 
continues his tales despite the darkness. He only stops twice to take a cup 
of water from one of the buckets in the corner. Each time he sniffs the 
cup’s contents before drinking. “There’s certain mistakes you only make 
once.” 



   

In the morning, when a line of orangey pink begins to draw along the 
edges of the clouds that still litter the sky, a guard approaches the cell. 
Prepared for trouble, he has armed himself with a club in hand, dagger at 
his boot, and sword at his waist.  

“Prisoner Dion, up now.” 
I stand and shake the knobby hand of my cellmate. “Thank you, 

Stavros. It was a good final night.” 
“Watch out for Hera, son, I don’t think she favors you.” 
“No, sir, I don’t think she does.” 
“Prisoner, now,” the guard barks as he yanks the cell door open. 
The moment I step out, the bars clank shut and three other guards 

flank me. Royal guards, Solonian Guards who serve Eury. My cousin is 
risking no chance on a fellow vigile taking pity on me. I march with them, 
trying to stay tall but my legs quaver under me. 

We double time across the field that separates the jail from the temple. 
The movement eases the tension in my muscles until I remember it will 
be the last motion I’ll experience. Or will be until I start trying to claw my 
way out from the blood crime vault desperate for air, desperate for space. 

As we march I catch glimpses of the temple grounds and can see two 
people waiting in the area in front of the altar where the blood crime 
vault is. One will be a Herene, a priestess of Hera, the other should be 
Eury. But where is his carriage? My cousin rarely travels anywhere on 
foot and certainly would not walk such a distance at this early hour.  

As I near, the clouds break apart in places and the low morning sun 
brings out the coppery brightness of the second person’s hair. My heart 
clenches. Why did Iolalus have to come? I love him greater for it, but do 
not want this to be his last memory of me. 

On my arrival to the temple, I want to say something to Iolalus, but the 
metal coffin already gapes open as if flaunting its tight interior. I halt in 
my tracks and the guards stop as one. The lead guard spins in an 
impressively quick about face.  

“Prisoner, in.” 
I want to step forward. I want to make my sacrifice for what I have 

done, to let the gods judge me as I deserve to be judged, to die with 
honor. Instead, a warm liquid trickles down my leg. 

Two of the guards snicker. Iolalus shoots them a harsh look but the 
Herene keeps her eyes forward. 

“Blood crimer, in. You insult the gods.” 
“Enough of that,” the Herene snaps. “Do not dare to presume you 

know the gods’ minds.” 
I want to thank her, but my throat clenches tight. If I am lucky, my fear 

will suffocate me before the vault is sealed. But the guard is right. It’s 
time to do my duty. On unsteady legs that feel no stronger than twigs, I 



   

step into the coffin. I pause a moment and look to Iolalus. Tears wash 
down his face, but still he stands tall and proud—once a vigile, always a 
vigile. I remove the braided leather strand that hangs around my neck. 
The silver peacock charm dangling from the cord glints in the morning 
light as I pass the symbol of my command over to Iolalus.  

My eyes then meet the Herene’s. With her white-blonde hair catching 
the pink light of dawn she emits a radiant beauty. I need beauty at this 
moment, not thoughts of what lay ahead. 

Holding her gaze, I fold myself into the coffin. Her chin wavers and I 
look away. I don’t want to see her cry. Not for me. I lean back into my 
final bed, keeping the Herene’s image in my mind as the lid closes over 
me. 

**END OF SAMPLE** 
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