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THE OSTERIA CHRONICLES 

Hundreds of years ago, North America 
experienced The Disaster. In what was 

once the Northwest, the survivors built a 
new world, Osteria, which was then 

divided into twelve city-states. 

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

rivalries and jealousy. 

And as before, the gods do not play 
fairly with those they despise. 
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CHARACTERS IN THE VOYAGE 
PROLOGUE 
Athamas: King of Demos 
Helle: Daughter of Nephele and Athamas 
Ino: Current queen of Demos, wife to Athamas 
Learches & Melicertes: Twin sons of Ino and Athamas, toddlers 
Nephele: Former queen of Demos, ex-wife of Athamas, water nymph 
Phrixus (elder): Son of Nephele and Athamas 

THE GODS 
Aphrodite: Goddess of love and beauty, wife of Hephaestus; patron god of 
Vancuse 
Ares: God of war, son of Hera and Zeus, patron god of Aryana 
Artemis: Goddess of wild places and animals, patron god of Cedonia 
Athena: Goddess of justice and battle, patron god of Athenos 
Demeter: Goddess of grain and harvest, patron god of Demos 
Dionysus: God of wine, patron god of Illamos Valley 
Hades: God of the dead, oversees the Chasm 
Hephaestus: God of volcanoes and metal working, husband to Aphrodite, 
patron god of Helena 
Hera: Goddess of marriage and family, wife and sister to Zeus, patron god of 
Portaceae 
Hermes: Messenger to the gods, patron god of Tillaceae 
Poseidon: God of the seas, brother to Zeus and Hera, father of Pelias, patron 
god of Astoria 
Zeus: The god of the gods, husband and brother of Hera, father of many 
bastard children 

TITANS 
Atlas: Brother to Prometheus, bearer of the skies, father of the nymphs who 
guard Hera’s garden 
Prometheus: Friend to mortals, titan who provided fire in their darkest times 
Typhon: Son of Hera, father of the hydra, Nemean lion and the Chimera 

THE POLI 
PORTACEAE 
Iolalus: Current Solon of Portaceae, cousin to Hercules 
Maxinia: Head of the Herenes (priestesses of Hera) 
Orpheus: Musician striving to be an engineer 

ILLAMOS VALLEY 
Admes: Servant in the Palace of Salemnos 
Aeson: Husband of Polymele, King of Illamos Valley, father of Jason 



Jason: Prince of Illamos Valley, son of Aeson and Polymele, cousin to 
Odysseus 
Odysseus: Son of Anticlea (sister of Polymele), commander of Illamosian 
vigiles, husband of Penelope 
Polymele: Queen of Illamos Valley, granddaughter of Hermes, mother of 
Jason, aunt of Odysseus 

ARYANA 
Pelias: Bastard son of Poseidon and Tyro, half-brother to Aeson, commander 
of Arean vigiles, member of the Osteria Council 

DEMOS 
Paris: Son of Priam 
Priam: President of Demos, elected after the coup that drove Athamas’s line 
from power, member of the Osteria Council 

VANCUSE 
Castor: Son of Leda and Tyndareus, twin brother to Pollux, brother to Helen 
and Clytemnestra 
Clytemnestra: Sister to Helen, Pollux and Castor; wife of Agamemnon 
Helen: Betrothed to Jason, sister to Clytemnestra, Pollux and Castor 
Pollux: Bastard son of Zeus and Leda, twin brother to Castor, brother to 
Helen and Clytemnestra 

THE KINGDOM OF COLCHIS 
Aby: Prince of Colchis, son of Aeetes, brother of Medea 
Aeetes: King of Colchis, nephew to Nephele 
Chalciope: Elder daughter of Aeetes, mother to Phrixus (younger), half-sister 
to Medea and Aby 
Medea: Younger daughter of Aeetes, niece to the sorceress Circe 
Phrixus (younger): Son of Phrixus (elder) and Chalciope, husband of Glauce 

THE ARGOA 
Perseus: Captain of the Argoa, born in the Astoria polis, raised in the 
Docklands, bastard son of Zeus 
Other Crew: Agamemnon, Bellerophon, Hylas, Menelaus, Theseus 

OTHERS 
Acrisius: Member of the Osteria Council, grandfather of Perseus 
Charon: Skeletal creature who rows people along the River Styx and into 
Hades’s Chasm  
Chiron: Centaur, serves as teacher and mentor to high-born children 
Circe: Sorceress, aunt of Medea 
Hercules: Bastard son of Zeus, 
Io: Lover of Zeus, mortal  
Iole: Daughter of Hera, former Herene  
Lena: Member of the Osteria Council 
Orseis: Lover of Poseidon, nymph 
Pasiphae: Member of the Osteria Council 
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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 Portaceae. 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. 

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

Stirgil: A long blade used to scrape cleansing oil from the skin. 
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. 



THE VOYAGE

PART ONE



  !  9





 

PROLOGUE
THE PELT

“The fields still lie fallow, Your Highness.” 
With eyes outlined in deep-set creases, King Athamas stared at 

his overseer of crops. The scrawny, misshapen man – whose 
deformities included a leg that angled in an unnatural way – was 
always painful to behold. But it was he who bore the duty to send 
honors to the Temple of Demos, honors that kept the goddess 
Demeter pleased and the crops plentiful. 

“You failed in your duties,” Athamas said. From his throne he 
reached to the slim, unblemished hand of his wife, Ino, who sat to 
his right. The overseer’s eyes flicked to hers. She gave a barely 
perceptible nod of her head then raised her eyebrows urging him to 
go on. 

“I haven’t, sir.” The man lowered his head and grimaced as he 
pushed his bad leg into a position that would allow him to kneel 
before the king. Once to the stone floor of the throne room, he found 
himself eye to eye with the royal toddlers, Learches and Melicertes, 
Ino’s twins with Athamas, the twins he had been bribed to lie for. 
Afraid of them laughing at his crossed eyes as they so often did, the 
overseer’s glance drifted instead to the feet of Athamas’s children 
with the former queen, Nephele. The eighteen-year-old Prince 
Phrixus and Princess Helle were both as beautiful as trees in 
autumn. And both stood in the way of Ino’s babes becoming heirs to 
the royal seat of Demos. 

 “The Oracle has told me why the crops won’t grow and what 
must be done.” The overseer’s voice trembled. Dear gods, could he 
do this to Phrixus and Helle? He recalled the fanfare when they 
were born. He recalled tossing coins to them on the day they were 
first presented to the public. He recalled their acceptance of him, 
their seeming blindness to his malformed body and face. Could he 
destroy them for a woman’s whim and a generous helping of 
drachars? 

“Yes, and what did she say?” The king released Ino’s hand, rose 
from his throne and yanked the man to standing. The panicked fury 
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clouding Athamas’s face and the sudden motion sent the overseer 
staggering backwards. Just as his gut lurched with the surety of a 
hard fall, Phrixus caught him. The overseer looked into the prince’s 
amber eyes then pushed the young man away before he lost his 
resolve to sentiment.  

The overseer filled his mind with what the queen promised 
when she came to his bed a month ago. She had let him do what he 
pleased with her body, more than even the brothel whores allowed. 
When they were finished, Ino offered him a lifetime of wealth. All he 
had to do was taint a season’s worth of seed to keep the grain from 
sprouting. This crop failure would set the gears of false prophecy 
turning. A prophecy that would guarantee Ino’s children would 
replace Phrixus and Helle as heirs to the Demosian throne. Ino even 
promised him free use of the brothel and that his favorite whore, 
who he found to be off duty whenever he arrived, would always be 
available. No, he wouldn’t let sentiment steal his future. 

“She said the gods are displeased by your children with 
Nephele.” He spoke quickly, flinging the words out before the lie 
tangled itself in his throat. “She said you must sacrifice them to keep 
the polis, to keep Osteria from starvation.”  

“My children?” The king’s bronzed face turned to ash and his 
legs gave a shudder that unsteadied him. Phrixus slipped an arm 
around his father’s broad back and guided him to the throne. Once 
their father was seated, Helle tucked into her brother’s protective 
embrace.  

The overseer did not speak. He could not. No more lies would 
pass his lips. He couldn’t send Phrixus and Helle to their deaths. But 
Ino looked at him. Her seductive smile restored his resolve. “Yes, 
Your Highness. The Oracle has decreed it. Many in the city have 
witnessed her demands.” 

Phrixus hugged his sister to him as her shoulders shook with 
sobs. The young man did not plead with the overseer of the crops, 
he did not object, he only fixed his face with a regal expression of 
disappointment. The overseer looked away before he blurted the 
truth. He caught Ino’s toddlers sniggering at him and his cheeks 
singed with embarrassment at their cruel giggles. 

“When must it be done?” Phrixus asked.  
The king found his strength again and bolted from the throne to 

clutch his elder children to him.  
“No, Phrixus,” the king said. He sprung from his throne to 

stand before his children, angling himself as if guarding Phrixus and 
Helle from what the overseer might say next. “There must be some 
other way. We’ll consult another oracle.” 
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THE VOYAGE
At this, the overseer watched the confident air deflate from 

Ino’s face. He knew another oracle would reveal the lie. Another 
oracle’s word would have the queen’s head on the chopping block 
and his tipping alongside hers into the executioner’s basket. 

“Husband,” Ino said, the toddling twins now trailing behind 
her as she slithered up to the king’s ear. “It is not wise to doubt the 
Oracle.” She spoke in soothing whispers. “Nephele must have 
angered the gods. Phrixus and Helle may not even be your own 
children.” It was an idea she had planted as soon as she had become 
pregnant. Nephele’s twins, light and lithe, looked nothing like 
Athamas with his dark features and stout body. Just at the point the 
king would either begin to agree or to argue, she would drop the 
matter to let it linger and steep in his mind. Finally, the brewing idea 
was ready to pour. “The Oracle said as soon as you receive the news 
and the deed is done, we must get summer seed in the ground or all 
of Osteria will suffer for lack of grain this winter.”  

It wasn’t true, of course. Demos had silos filled with grain, 
enough to last all of Osteria at least a year. It was insurance against 
the whims of the gods. An insurance that had always been under the 
management of Demos’s queen. An insurance Athamas, too busy 
with gaming and drinking, had never bothered to verify. 

King Athamas turned his back on his elder children to face the 
guards standing at the entryway to his throne room. “Seize them.” 

“No, Father!” Helle screamed. She ran toward him ready to 
plead, but a soldier, one whose advances she had shunned more 
than once when he caught her in the castle passageways unattended 
by her ladies, blocked her defense and gripped her by the wrists. 
She could smell stale garlic on his breath and flicked her face away 
from his mouth. He tightened his hold and wrenched her arm 
behind her back. A fire of pain bolted through her shoulder. 

A second guard took Phrixus, but the prince gave no hint of 
resistance. He did nothing but allow his hands to be bound. He held 
the gaze of his sister as he muttered, “Mother, help us.” The words 
pushed down a small portion of Helle’s panic. Despite Ino’s shouts 
to shut him up, Phrixus repeated the plea twice more.  

Like flies to a carcass, the people of Demos City were drawn to 
the agora’s rostrum by the sounds of bells clanging and the sight of 
the chopping block being put in place. Someone’s head would roll 
and they didn’t want to miss it. The crowd buzzed with whispered 
speculations of who it might be. The queen, who had been seen 
leaving the castle well after those inside should have been sleeping, 
was the name that danced across most lips. 
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So, when she appeared on the rostrum looking somber beside 

her husband whose stern face was as rigid as a stone, a wildfire of “I 
told you” crackled over the crowd. The overseer of the crops limped 
up to take his position a respectful distance behind the royal couple 
and heads began giving flame-fanning nods. But as quickly as the 
fire of speculation started, it was doused to embers when two 
guardsmen shoved Phrixus and Helle before the block. Athamas, 
hefting an axe, silenced the smoldering crowd like a downpour. 

“People of Demos, the gods have decreed that only the blood of 
these two can save us and all of Osteria from starvation.” Although 
the king spoke in a stiff tone, his jaw trembled as he pinched his lips 
and stared forward over the heads of those gaping at him. 

Protests erupted from the audience and cries of “Kill Ino. Kill 
her bastard children,” did nothing to smudge the false look of 
sympathy on the queen’s face. 

“One must go first,” Athamas said staring at nothing, speaking 
to the air.  

“Go first, Helle,” Phrixus whispered to his sister whose tears 
clung to her eyelashes. “Be done with it. If you see me die, it will be 
far worse for you.” 

Her quavering lips parted and she appeared ready to protest 
until he placed a light kiss on her forehead. 

“Mother has forsaken us,” she said. “I thought she would come, 
but she hates us for not being like her. She hates us for being 
mortal.” 

Phrixus started to protest. He knew their mother was too 
indifferent to hate them. But before he could speak, his sister pushed 
out of his arms and dropped to the block, sweeping her long 
chestnut hair to one side to expose her neck. 

Athamas raised the axe. 
“At least make it clean, Father,” Phrixus said. The king paused 

at the words. His eyes met his son’s. All the king’s determination 
washed away in a flood of tears. The axe thudded to the wood floor 
of the rostrum causing Helle to jerk and cry out in surprise, but she 
dare not move and could do nothing but grip the hand holds on the 
executioner’s block. Athamas took a step forward, ready to pull his 
daughter from the blood-stained hunk of wood. 

A gasp from the crowd turned the king’s attention from his 
daughter. The people were pointing to the sky. Something golden 
was racing toward the rostrum. 

“Do it,” Ino commanded. “Or the lives of Osteria will be on 
your hands.” 

At the queen’s order, the king dragged his sword from its 
scabbard. He had sharpened it the night before. The cut would be 
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clean and swift. He closed his eyes against the task he had to do. As 
his muscles twitched to bring the weapon over his head and into the 
swift arc of death, a weight crashed into his chest knocking him to 
the floor of the rostrum. The sword clanged behind him. Several 
sharp points drove into his torso. 

“How dare you, you fool of a mortal.” 
It had to be a trick. The voice, like the purr of a cat thrilling over 

the prospect of a kill, was that of his former wife, Nephele – the 
immortal nymph he had put aside for Ino. When he opened his eyes 
he expected to see her, but instead was greeted by the viciously 
curved beak of an eagle. An eagle that measured the size of a large 
pony. Her body was covered not in feathers but in flowing golden 
hair, hair that reminded Athamas of Nephele’s long locks that he 
used to comb with his fingers after they made love. 

“I—” he stammered. “It was necessary. The Oracle.” 
The eagle gave a keening screech. 
“The Oracle was bribed by your whoring wife, you blind idiot. 

Phrixus, Helle, on me. I should never have left you here. There are 
safer lands for you.” 

With her talons still digging into Athamas’s sides, the eagle-
shaped Nephele gripped tighter to the king while Phrixus climbed 
onto her back, pulling Helle up behind him. 

“Hold tight to me,” he told his sister, but her whole body 
quivered as if she’d been bathing in ice water. 

Nephele flicked out wings that spread as wide as the rostrum. A 
single thrust of her legs sent her into the sky while tearing deep 
gashes through Athamas’s robes and flesh. 

“She lies,” Ino yelled, whirling around to anyone who would 
listen and ignoring her bleeding husband. She locked eyes on the 
guards. “They must die or we will all die. Guards, fire!” 

The guards remained fixed, blatantly disobeying the queen’s 
commands. All but one. The burly man notched his arrow and 
raised it. He fished his tongue around to clear the taste of old garlic 
from his mouth and then fired. The arrow soared. Phrixus called to 
his mother to dive but her wings were made for endurance and 
strength, not agility. Phrixus heard a thunk. His sister’s grip 
tightened against his chest, then her arms fell from him and cold 
wind hit his back where Helle’s warm body had been pressing.  

Nearly unseating himself, he scrambled to twist behind and 
grab his twin’s wrist. His fingers caught hers. He squeezed his legs 
to steady himself on his mother’s back then swung his other arm 
around to snatch Helle’s wrist, her arm, anything to get a better 
hold. But his sister’s slim fingers slipped through his sending her 
tumbling through the air, back to Demos, back to the rostrum. 
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Her body landed in the blood that had spilled from Athamas’s 

wounds. The sight of his daughter’s body in his own blood stirred 
the king from his spell. He held the queen’s gaze as he pushed 
himself to standing. 

“Guards,” the king commanded, “seize the overseer of the 
crops.” Ino turned her most innocent smile toward the king. His 
expression did not soften. “And the queen.” The guards were on the 
two in less than a heartbeat.  

Athamas strode toward the guard who had fired the arrow. The 
man stood tall, rigid, staring over the king’s shoulder as he’d been 
trained to do, but the unmistakable sound of a blade being drawn 
from a scabbard, forced him to glance at his king. He chewed on the 
mixture of bile and garlic fouling his mouth as he registered the 
disgust in the king’s eyes. Something cold slid through his belly. 
There was no pain until the king jerked to yank the dagger upward. 
The guard watched slick ropes unfurl from his gut before collapsing 
to the floor. 

The king faced the crowd. 
“Blood will be spilled today for the health of this polis.” He 

nodded to the guard holding the overseer. The man was brought 
before the block, his legs were kicked out from under him and the 
blade hammered through his neck before the overseer had a chance 
to settle his misshapen head into the block’s groove. The king kicked 
the crooked body out of the way and nodded to the man restraining 
the queen. 

Ino was steered to the block but not treated so roughly as her 
lover. Kneeling at the block, she met the eyes of her king. 

“Husband, you cannot do this. You love—” 
Her words were cut off as her head departed her body. 

~ ~ ~ 
Nephele flew her son west across Osteria. Despite Phrixus’s 

questions, she refused to speak of why she left him and his sister 
behind when Athamas chose another wife. She gave no lament over 
Helle’s death. She did not explain how she heard her son’s pleas. 
She only flew. Eventually Phrixus grew silent, forcing himself to still 
the lurching sensation in his core as the world raced by hundreds of 
feet below him. 

When Phrixus saw the edge of the Western Sea his courage left 
him. He had no desire to fly into the unknown, to the edge of the 
world beyond the shores of Osteria. 

“Mother, where are we headed?” 
Rather than receive an answer, Phrixus’s stomach jumped as his 

mother arced into a dive. Under him, his mother’s muscles flexed 
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THE VOYAGE
and shifted as she adjusted her angle. Without realizing what he was 
doing, Phrixus gripped the golden hair at Nephele’s shoulders tight 
enough to make his hands ache. She gave no complaint. 

Daring to look down, Phrixus saw a large bay whose only 
entrance from the Western Sea was a narrow opening where two 
points of land nearly joined. Nephele made a tight circle to land at 
the harbor situated below a city built into the cliff face at the 
easternmost edge of the bay. 

Once on solid ground, Phrixus released his hold and slid off his 
mother’s glittering back. Before he could say anything, ask her any 
questions, share with her his grief over Helle, guards dressed all in 
black surrounded them. Marching through the ranks came a tall 
man in his middle age; the crown circling his head caught the 
evening light as Apollo pulled the sun into the Western Sea. As he 
neared, Phrixus noted that the man’s dark beard had been trimmed 
into the shape of waves at his cheeks. Rising from the wave on the 
left cheek an artist had inked a tattoo of the sun.  

“What business have you here?” the tattooed man said with no 
hint of welcome in his voice. 

Phrixus went to one knee. “Sire, I do not know where here is. 
My mother believes you will provide me safe lodging.” 

The older man’s stormy eyes shifted up from the young man 
and softened with recognition. 

“Aunt Nephele,” he said in greeting. 
Phrixus looked to the man and then behind him. His mother 

had resumed her human form and looked as young as Helle had. 
She now stood clutching a golden-haired cloak around her bare 
shoulders. She signaled to Phrixus to rise. 

“My sister, Perseis, is King Aeetes’s mother. Aeetes is your 
cousin,” she said to Phrixus in explanation, then turned her 
attention to the king. “Aeetes, you will allow Phrixus to remain in 
the kingdom of Colchis.” Her words were a demand, not a 
suggestion, not a request. 

“Why should I?” Aeetes said crossing his arms over his barrel-
shaped chest. “You know, I don’t approve of strangers in my land.” 

“He is family,” Nephele said. “And he comes with a gift.” She 
shrugged to make the cloak catch the fire of the sunset. “As long as 
this cloak is in your possession, your kingdom will be protected 
from invaders. Not even the Areans will touch your borders.” 

Aeetes looked from mother to son. Colchis’s surrounding 
mountains and sea kept her protected, but one could never be too 
careful. There had been word of battle between two poli – Portaceae 
and Cedonia, if the news bearer was correct. Those lands were far to 
the south but one never knew how far these skirmishes might spill. 
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Aeetes eyed Phrixus. Young, strong, confident. Yes, he could be 
useful. The lands at the north end of the bay’s entrance needed 
guarding. With the creatures that roamed that area, the job was not a 
pleasant one, but who better to watch over the entrance to the 
kingdom of Colchis than a cousin? 

And that cloak. If Nephele was telling the truth, the cloak could 
ease many of his worries. 

“Yes, fine. He can stay,” Aeetes said with false warmth. 
Phrixus thanked him, but said no more. He thanked the gods he 

was alive, but his body felt boulder-heavy with grief for his sister. 
His throat tightened. Before his emotion could embarrass him in 
front of Aeetes he turned to speak with his mother. Nephele stepped 
toward him and he almost stepped back, unfamiliar with any show 
of affection from her. But she made no move to embrace him, she 
only leaned in so her purring, barely audible words could breeze 
into his ear. “The owner of that cloak will rule Osteria, but neither 
you nor Aeetes is the pelt’s owner, merely its guardian.” Phrixus 
moved to face his mother, to show her with a nod he understood. 
But before he could, his mother turned her back on him and gave a 
shimmy of her shoulders that sent the cloak trickling to the dock in a 
golden pool. Then, naked with a body that was youthfully firm, she 
dove into the bay. 

Aeetes snatched up the cloak. 
“Water nymphs,” he said with a disgruntled snort. “Never 

stable and definitely not reliable. Now, come. Meet my youngest 
daughter, Chalciope. I’ve no use for her. You’ll take her as your wife 
when you leave tomorrow to your new duty. You’re familiar with 
how to handle satyrs?” 

Phrixus allowed himself to be led away. He gave one last look 
over his shoulder to the bay but there was no sign of his mother. 
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1 
PELIAS

Invade Illamos Valley.  
This was the command Ares issued me only a couple months 

ago. 
 “I promise, it will be easy,” he had said, his dark eyes shining 

with anticipation. 
“May I ask why?” The idea of invading a polis did not bother 

me, but my heart gave a slight tug at the thought of fighting my way 
into the city-state where my brother ruled as king and Polymele as 
queen. If Ares ordered me to, I would kill Aeson, but I hoped it 
wouldn’t come to that. As soon as this thought entered my head, I 
cursed myself for such an un-Arean attitude. 

Ares stared at me. The moment I asked the question I knew I 
shouldn’t have. Who dares question a god? Still, he must have been 
full of a wonderful plan because his face showed no hint of 
annoyance at my faux pas, only amusement. 

“If you succeed, then I will tell you.” 
With that, I was left to strategize. Since I didn’t want them 

interfering, my first step was to inform the Osteria Council, tell them 
some lie to make any invasion seem diplomatic. It wouldn’t take 
much convincing, I only had to start off with the promise that each 
member would receive delivery of a barrel of the best vintage 
Illamos Valley had to offer. The value of the bribe would be greater 
than the annual wages of an Arean civilian, but keeping the Council 
out of my way would be worth every drachar. 

Even with this bribe, arguments were raised. But aren’t there 
always arguments when politicians cram themselves into a room? 

“Why have you called us here, Pelias?” asked Acrisius. The old 
man had been dressed in a gold-trimmed toga, wore emeralds on his 
sandals and tiny diamonds on his fingernails. Expense meant 
nothing to him or to most members of the Osteria Council who 
looked like a parade of human peacocks with all their finery as they 
filed into the Council Hall’s meeting room. “You know it’s a great 
expense to travel here when Council isn’t in session.”  

“My apologies, I know you have tight schedules.” And even 
tighter purse strings. “But Illamos Valley has grown weak. My brother 
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Aeson and his wife have been partaking too much in the gifts of 
Dionysus. We know the polis not only provides us the best wine in 
Osteria, but it’s also a vital region for produce. We can’t let Illamos 
Valley fall under bad management. I would like to have permission 
as a member of the Council to oversee the Valley until my brother 
and sister-in-law can recover.” 

“Is this some Arean ploy to take over the polis? We all know the 
Areans long for more power,” Cassiopeia said with a snip to her 
voice. With high cheekbones and flawless skin, she retains the 
glamour of her youth, but the sag at her neck waving like a flag 
heralds her age better than any news crier. “We are the Council, after 
all. If you want control of Illamos Valley, say it and get to the point.” 
She was always the most astute of the Council, seeing through bluffs 
and more than willing to call a member out on them.  

 “If I wanted to take over Osteria, I would invade Demos. After 
all, we know whoever controls the grain controls Osteria. I believe it 
best for Osteria if Aeson is put aside for the time being.” I said the 
words smoothly, but as I strode around the chamber my leg had 
given one of its betraying hitches. The old wound rarely troubled 
me. After all, my muscles have been strengthened and my gait has 
been honed by decades of service to the Arean vigiles. But on 
occasion the injury acts up and the glitch in my stride makes me 
move as awkwardly as I did my first day of vigile training. 

“It’s your own brother,” Priam had complained, his face still 
pale from my jest of invading Demos, the polis he presides over. 

At Priam’s accusatory tone, at the thought of the look on my 
brother’s face when I seized Illamos Valley and took the Staff of 
Dionysus from him, my leg rattled out a spasm that staggered me.  

Aeson saved you and now you plan to betray him.  
“It will make it all that much easier then, won’t it?” I slid 

smoothly into a seat, playing off the falter. “He’ll welcome me with 
open arms. After all, I want to help. I’m no barbarian. I don’t intend 
to kill him.”  

I don’t know if I could.  
I shook the idea out of my head, hating my mind for its 

weakness and sentimentality. Thank the gods that, although they see 
our actions, they cannot read our minds. How disappointed Ares 
would be if he could. 

“Fine, do as you must,” Acrisius had said. I stood ready to offer 
my thanks for what I would have done with or without their 
approval. It was their approval though, and their staying out of my 
way that would make the invasion all that much easier.  

Just as I was about to make my farewells, Cassiopeia added, 
“But you will take Priam here as your secretary. He will report what 
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goes on and ensure that delivery you promised reaches each of us. I 
know you Areans can be a bit forgetful when it comes to paying 
dues.” 

Although I could feel the tension in my lips, I forced a sneer 
back as I smiled and nodded my assent. “I will send him word when 
I am ready. There are preparations to make.” 

Upon my return to Aryana, to the vigiles over which I 
commanded, I implemented the second stage of my plan: Invade 
Portaceae. Not its capital and not a full scale invasion. Instead a 
century of vigiles would harass Portaceae’s outer districts to create a 
distraction from my true plans. 

For this engagement I sent only the lowest ranks of Arean 
vigiles, fighters better suited to guarding Aryana’s immense 
population of sheep than to mounting an attack on a polis. Still, even 
a low-ranking Arean vigile is no match for civilians. I also knew 
with Portaceae’s strained finances, the polis couldn’t afford to 
maintain a proper line of defense and its vigiles had been spread 
thinly throughout the districts. I made certain the strongest forces, 
the vigiles with the highest level of the vicious Arean training, 
remained behind with me to be ready for the true campaign I was 
impatient to launch.  

As things will when you’re eagerly waiting for action, waiting 
to please your god, waiting for your ruse to catch someone’s 
attention, the time had drawn on for an age. The troops went in, 
ravaged two districts within the Portaceae polis and still the Solon, 
Eury Stephanos, failed to act, failed to call in vigiles from other poli 
to aid Portaceae. Finally, weeks after the initial assault, something 
changed. A new Solon with more gumption than the last realized the 
need to defend the districts. Before the new Solon, Iolalus, even had 
the chance to take his vow to serve Portaceae, vigiles had been called 
up from the other poli to come to Portaceae’s aid. 

And of course Aeson didn’t hesitate to send his best forces to 
defend his neighbor to the north. Answering the first call for help, he 
sent his own elite band of vigiles that included his son, Jason.  

With its best trained vigiles out of the way, Illamos Valley was 
ripe for invasion. 

~ ~ ~ 
I call up my forces and send word for Priam to be ready to ride 

south with us. I hope the meek man will make excuses not to go, 
that he will offer to join us later and never show up. But on the day 
and at the hour I had said my troops and I will be passing through 
his borders, he waits with his son, Paris, mounted beside him. One 
look at the Astorian racing steeds they ride – horses renowned for 
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their speed and stamina – destroys any hope I have of leaving Paris 
and Priam choking on the dust stirred up by my forces. 

I detest having Priam along, not only because of the moral high 
ground the Demosian seems to perch himself on, but also because 
everywhere Priam goes, Paris goes as well. I roll my eyes every time 
they ride up alongside me on the way south to Illamos Valley. It 
does not give the appearance of a virile Arean on campaign, but of a 
man traveling with his elderly father and brother as if we are 
heading to a family gathering.  

I stop myself. Who am I kidding? With my blonde hair greying 
at the temples and the hawk-feet wrinkles branching out from my 
eyes, no one would ever mistake me for Paris’s brother. No, as much 
as I long for my youth, as much as I yearn to not wake with aches in 
my joints and to have more time to enjoy my inevitable rule over all 
of Osteria, time rides a faster steed than I do. Regardless of how 
distasteful accepting the part is to me, I suppose it is the role of 
Paris’s father that I would be cast in.  

Still, I know the retinue behind us does not look familial even 
though I have instructed my vigiles to swap out their dress armor – 
breastplates embellished with the crossed arrows of Aryana – and 
wear the plain breastplates of battle. This way we would appear to 
be nothing more than another of the bands of troops marching off to 
help Portaceae. To stay as inconspicuous as possible, once we leave 
Demos, we skirt the fringes of Cedonia until we reach Eugenia, the 
southernmost district of Illamos Valley. Thankfully, Illamos Valley 
proves the old Arean adage that wealth often makes a polis lax in 
their defenses and we are able to ride straight through the 
unguarded border. 

At the edge of Salemnos, the ruling city of Illamos Valley, I order 
the vigiles to fan out so their numbers won’t swarm the city and 
create a panic. 

“Pick spots around the agora and the palace. Stay in groups of 
three. If there’s trouble, you have the right to subdue the people 
with force.” 

“Pelias!” Priam scolds. My face fumes over his insolence, 
magnifying the unseasonable heat that has sweat trickling down my 
legs. A commander of the Arean vigiles on campaign is never 
questioned. By anyone. My rule is as complete as a king’s. But I have 
no time for trouble from Priam; I want the invasion done with and 
done smoothly so I can learn of Ares’s plan that I have waited so 
long to hear. I quickly turn up my lips into a reassuring smile. 

“Don’t worry, old man. If I know my brother he’ll fling open the 
doors and hand me the Staff of Dionysus. Then he’ll pour me a glass 
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of wine while asking if he can do anything else for my comfort. 
There’ll be no fight from him. You’ll see.” 

“And Polymele?” Priam prods. 
Polymele, Queen of Illamos Valley. My heart clenches at the 

thought of seeing her. I may be here on Ares’s orders, but I can’t say 
that when he gave me those orders a certain longing, a certain 
excitement over the prospect of being near her once again didn’t 
consume me.   

“There’ll be no fight,” I repeat gruffly. 
And indeed there isn’t. My vigile generals having led the way, 

Priam, Paris and I enter into the city without opposition. Certainly 
people stare at us with scorn, fear and confusion, but none fight. 
They are like sheep waiting to find out where the herding dog wants 
them to go next. Never in Aryana would this happen. Even the 
civilians of Aryana are born to fight. Areans take pride in defending 
their polis. We would have stopped anyone who didn’t have express 
permission to be in Aryana before they were within five miles of our 
borders. 

We ride to the heart of the city and pass through the agora that 
opens onto a long rectangular mall surrounded with gnarled 
grapevines that are rumored to be three centuries old, having been 
planted by the founder of the Illamos Valley polis and blessed by 
Dionysus himself. The autumn moon has only recently turned her 
first face and the vines hang heavy with grapes – some red, some 
green and others as black as night. The air is filled with the fruits’ 
sweet scent. It is a stark contrast to the stench of sheep dung and 
slaughterhouse blood that hovers over Arean agoras. 

In the center of the agora amidst the vendors’ stalls stands a 
temple, small in comparison to those dedicated to the other gods in 
Osteria and miniscule to that of Hera’s, Portaceae’s prideful 
goddess. With vineyards and wineries dotting any land that isn’t 
being used for fruit, vegetable and nut crops, Dionysus needs little 
in the way of formal temples; the entire Valley is a monument to 
him. Opposite the temple perches a rostrum that rises at least a 
man’s height above the ground and is decorated with painted scenes 
of the grape harvest. From the frequent letters Aeson sends me I 
know the king and queen make speeches to their people from here 
as well as use the elevated platform for a seating area during official 
events when their thrones are brought out and a golden carpet 
stretches from the palace to the agora for them to walk on.  

Even in the hazy heat, the marble palace of Salemnos gleams at 
the far end of the mall and grows brighter as I approach, forcing me 
to squint to block out its brilliance. The palace’s two-storied walls 
are decorated in carved reliefs of grapevines heavy with ripe clusters 
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and amphorae spilling over with wine that is being collected in cups 
held by mortals and gods alike. The downspouts have also been 
fashioned to look like tilting jugs from which spews gallons of rain 
water into pools below whenever a storm settles over the Valley. 

Being used to the plain square buildings and unadorned public 
areas of Aryana that are seen as places of function, not surfaces to be 
embellished, Salemnos gives me a headache with all its decorations. 
The only functional enhancement I know of here is the work 
engineers put in a decade ago to shore up the palace to protect it 
from the earthquakes that have become so common in Osteria. 

They waste their time and effort on art when they should be training a 
stronger force of vigiles. That will quickly change under my rule. 

I march up to the palace with Priam scurrying to stay by my 
side – Paris having last been seen leaning against the rostrum with 
three young women giggling at his flirtations. A short distance 
behind us, an impressive yet non-threatening number of six vigiles 
follow in rear-guard formation. At the palace’s entrance an 
Illamosian vigile wearing a grape-embossed breastplate blocks me 
from approaching the bronze doors that stand so tall a giant could 
pass through them without hitting his head.  

“I’m only here to see my brother,” I say amiably.  
Although Aeson is my half-brother through our mother Tyro, 

she insisted he be kept ignorant of our blood relation. Despite her 
efforts to keep me, her unwanted bastard, away from her true-born 
son, Aeson and I grew up side by side and he has always referred to 
me as his brother. The annoyance on Tyro’s face whenever she heard 
him call me this was my secret source of rare pleasure in my youth. 
Aeson even informed me once that his son, Jason, knows me as 
Uncle, and wouldn’t that just piss Tyro off if she were still alive? 

“Your men must stay outside. Your weapons must remain with 
me.” 

“Of course.” I don my most understanding smile as I unsheathe 
the sword at my waist. I start to hand it over then fumble with the 
hilt “Dear me, this heat makes my hands so sweaty. Oh, and I cut 
you. Damn my clumsy hands.” I point to a small cut on the man’s 
calf where the blade has nicked him. 

 “Just a scratch,” the guard mutters as he bends to pick up the 
weapon. His hand clasps on the hilt but then falls slack as he drops 
into a heap. Eury Stephanos of Portaceae may have been an idiot, 
but his hydra blood was well worth every drachar I paid for it. Even 
dry it kills in an instant. My own guards quickly shuffle the body 
into a position that makes it look as if the man has fallen asleep 
leaning against the balustrade. 
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I roll my eyes at Priam’s startled expression. Although I do note 

that the widening of his grey eyes does at least smooth out a few of 
the old man’s wrinkles. I must remember that trick to iron out my 
own creases. 

I knock on the doors and they boom under my knuckles. An 
elderly man with a stance as proud as any vigile answers. His bright 
green eyes flick from my face to the slumped guard. “He was like 
that when we got here,” I say, then brush past the servant adding, 
“Sleeping on duty. He should really be reported.” 

I step into the cool marble interior of Aeson’s palace. The 
circular foyer is flanked on the right and the left by wide stairs that 
lead to the second story. Above my head the foyer opens to the 
curving span of a dome. While Priam remains gawking at the sight, I 
pass through the foyer, following the sounds of conversation to find 
my brother in the central atrium of the palace. Within the atrium, 
beside a small indoor pool, Aeson sits in a plush chair nibbling from 
a platter of cheese set on an ornate, mosaic-tiled table and sipping 
wine with Polymele who laughs at whatever he has just said. I stop 
my advance momentarily at the sight of her long, sleek black hair 
and heart-shaped face. The sound of her youthful, mocking laughter 
at my many proposals echoes through my mind. The smile drops 
from her lips the moment she catches sight of me. 

“Pelias.” Aeson stands and brushes crumbs from his hands. 
“What news, brother?” He strides over – waddles over is more like 
it. Gods, he has grown soft. But his face beams and his arms open 
ready to greet me. I flinch. I have forever wondered if Aeson has any 
inkling I slew our mother. From the broad welcoming smile on his 
face, I would have to guess not. 

 Although I am glad to see him, I remain stern, rigid. I step back 
from my brother’s embrace, fixing him with a look of utter gravity. I 
work my face into a mix of severity and apology as if I hate the 
words I must bear. 

“The news is that you are under threat as leader of Illamos 
Valley and must be taken under my protection.” 

My leg cramps, but as long as I make no move to step forward, 
no one will notice unless they look closely enough to see the 
twitching spasm in my calf muscle. 

“You’ve never been good at delivering jokes,” Aeson says 
brightly. “Now, sit, have a cup of wine and tell me of Portaceae.” 

“This is no joke. Your son is plotting a coup to overthrow you. I 
dare say he intends to kill you and Polymele so he can seize power.” 
My eyes dart from my brother to Polymele who stares at me, her 
face painted with contemptuous judgment. I should kill them both. 
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It would take seconds. A small nick just like the guard and it would 
be done. But no, I cannot. Not him and definitely not her.  

Cries from outside stir me from my thoughts. With a final 
sputter, the spasm in my leg calms. I march over and slide shut the 
door to the atrium, indicating to Priam to deal with the servant who 
surely has discovered the guard is in fact not sleeping. I then turn 
back to Aeson and my sister-in-law. “Jason has convinced an army 
of vigiles that you plan to rob him of his birthright, that you intend 
to make another your heir. Have you done anything to give him this 
idea?” 

“I, well,” Aeson stammers and glances guiltily to Polymele. 
“That is we both have encouraged him. He’s such an indecisive boy, 
you see, always looking to others for an opinion. We told him he 
should use his cousin, Odysseus, as his role model. I’ve wrote to you 
of him; he’s quite good at his job. We encouraged Jason to bring 
Odysseus back with him from Portaceae to serve here. I didn’t think 
I needed to spell out that it was only as an advisor.” 

I thank Ares for Aeson’s lack of clarity. It allows my lie fall right 
into place.  

Odysseus was born as a bastard to Polymele’s younger sister 
Anticlea and an arborist named Laertes. Although he never wed her, 
Laertes did desert his squalid home to move into Anticlea’s villa that 
perched over one of the most productive vineyards in Osteria. Had 
Laertes been a loyal and faithful man, Odysseus’s bastard birth may 
have been overlooked as common law marriage took effect once the 
couple had been together for six years. But when Anticlea fell ill and 
Laertes abandoned her, Odysseus’s status was dragged into the 
sludge that drains from the public toilets. To no fault of his own, 
Odysseus, who should have been second-in-line to the Illamosian 
throne, had toppled far out the Valley’s line of succession. Soon after 
Anticlea’s illness claimed her life, Polymele and Aeson took in their 
nephew. Ever kind-hearted, Aeson elevated Odysseus to 
commander of the Illamosian vigiles, a position that should have 
automatically gone to Jason. Had Jason been a more ambitious man, 
he would have opposed the decision the moment it was made.  

I gaze thoughtfully at my brother. I indicate him to sit as I pull 
up a straight-backed wooden chair and take a seat across from him. 
“I’m afraid the prince has taken that to mean you want Odysseus as 
more than a mentor.” 

I know Aeson. The foolish and trusting man has always looked 
up to me even though I am younger than him. He will be easily 
convinced, but Polymele might be shrewd enough to see any hole in 
my story. I glance at her, scanning her blank expression for any sign 
of doubt. 
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“Jason isn’t capable of treachery,” she says. True, from what I 

hear, the boy couldn’t find his way out of an open wine cask. He’s 
not stupid, but he’s inherited his father’s willingness to trust and 
has never been encouraged to think for himself or to be clever. Still, 
best to let Polymele think she has been mistaken about her only son. 

“We all know mothers can be blind to their children’s faults,” I 
say sagely. “He may not have come up with the idea himself. He has 
a band of vigiles who have bound themselves to him. Who knows? 
It could have been one of them who gave him the idea. And if you 
don’t believe your son capable of treachery, he has included 
Odysseus among that band. No doubt using his role model as long 
as he needs him and then doing away with him as soon as he 
secures his seat on the throne.” 

Neither parent makes any argument for or against their son. I 
let the air hang heavy with this news, allowing it to seep in for a few 
moments before I continue. 

“Now, I have been sent to be your protector. I have the Osteria 
Council behind me. This palace has cells on the lower level in the 
opposite wing of the servants’ quarters, does it not?” Aeson nods, 
his face knotted with worry. I pat his fidgeting hand. “I advise you 
to take to those cells. We can have your things sent down so it will 
be no different than your usual chambers. It will be the safest place 
for you until this matter is settled. I advise you to hurry. These boys 
are bolstered by an easy win in Portaceae; they will be eager for 
more blood.” 

“No, we should talk to Jason,” Aeson says. 
“I fear these men he is with will not pause to listen to your 

words. I assure you the cells will be safest place. I will place my own 
guards outside them. And, I know this may be difficult, but I 
suggest you not occupy the same cell. It’s too risky for the future of 
Illamos Valley to place you together where you could both be killed 
in one blow. Polymele, I think my brother will agree that you, as the 
rightful holder of the Valley’s throne, should be in the deepest cells. 
The more space and the more guards Jason and his band must get 
through, the better able we will be to protect you.” 

My words are spoken with such sincerity, such haste and doom, 
that Polymele’s face has gone as pale as the cheese on her platter.  

“Until when?” Polymele asks. 
Until you give yourself to me. 
I know the thought is foolish. It is the thought of my younger 

self, the one who hoped she would be mine. But I am not so old that 
I no longer dream. And if she weds me, Illamos Valley will by all 
rights be mine. With a single vow I could have both Illamos Valley 
and Polymele. I will not lose my chance with her again. 
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“Until I can subdue Jason and get him to hear reason. I promise, 

I will do my best to see he comes to no harm. He may just need 
speaking to and the Council has granted me that responsibility. You 
may gather a few items for your comfort, but please don’t tarry. 
Reports say Jason is approaching the city as we speak.” 

Two guards escort the king and queen to their bedchamber. I 
busy myself as they and the guards, who return laden with clothes, 
musical instruments, books and various other frivolities, descend to 
the underground level of the palace. Once I hear the locks secured, I 
call on Ares, eager to tell him the mission he has assigned me is 
complete and that I am ready to learn why I have just placed two 
members of Osterian royalty in their own prison. As I pass through 
the foyer to the stairs that will lead me to my brother’s office, the 
frail Priam attempts to assist the elderly servant with the bulky body 
of the guard. “Perhaps the heat,” Priam mutters when the servant 
ponders over what could have taken the life of such a healthy young 
man. 

Once I’m behind the double doors of the rounded office, Ares 
appears in a flash of red. Everything about him speaks of a virile 
warrior – the helmet and breastplate that, although as perfect as 
anything of the gods, have enough nicks and dents to show they 
have survived many battles, the firm set of his shoulders, the strong 
line of his jaw, and the hawk-like intensity in his dark eyes. He is 
what every Arean strives to be. 

“Illamos Valley has been taken,” I say with a bow. 
“You went in blindly on my orders alone,” Ares says and I 

cannot tell if the tone in his voice is admiration or admonition. 
“You know I trust you. You are the only god I respect. Only you 

saw my worth when others thought I had none.” 
Ares strolls around the room with its walls lined with paintings, 

its shelves crammed with books and knickknacks, and its wood 
molding carved into stylized grape vines. His gaze is curious, but 
mostly contemptuous at the waste of time invested in these 
ornamentations. After he has made a circuit of the room he asks, 
“You know the prophecy?” 

“Which one?” I ask, but my mind has already flashed to my 
own prophecy. The one I received from an oracle when I was young 
enough and foolish enough to seek that kind of advice. I had gone 
hoping for an insight into my future with Polymele, but the oracle’s 
words left me fearing the girl I loved. Ares turns, looking at me as if 
he can’t believe I haven’t made the connection. Only through years 
of learning how to hide anything that might reveal my emotions 
when I want to keep them hidden do I prevent my cheeks from 
flushing with embarrassment. 
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“The one that states a leader from Illamos Valley will one day 

rule all of Osteria,” he says. 
My heart gives a leap. I know of this prophecy that has always 

made leadership of Illamos Valley something of a sign of prestige 
and wonder. But Osteria has been divided into twelve poli for so 
many centuries that the prophecy, made soon after the poli split, has 
been seen as nothing more than a fable. One that is fun to ponder, 
but one that few believe will ever come true.  

“Is this what you have in mind for me? To fulfill some prophecy 
that has gone long past its due date?” 

Ares’s eyes gleam. There is something in his mischievous 
glances, his confident form, his passion that makes him even more 
attractive than he already is. I wonder how many goddesses, mortals 
and nymphs he has longing for him.  

“Yes, of course. You have proven the most worthy, most 
cunning, most ruthless commander I have ever come across. I’ve 
waited ages for someone like you to come along. You will establish 
your rule here, make the Valleymen as Arean as they can be. Once 
that is done, we will make the prophecy come true by spreading our 
reach into the other poli. After that, the prophecy will become self-
fulfilling. And once you are leader of all of Osteria, who will you 
chose as your patron god, as Osteria’s only god?” 

Ah, so this is the heart of it. A small part of me, the part that was 
raised to honor all the gods, balks. But the hesitation lasts less than a 
heartbeat. I know too much of the gods. I know my father, Poseidon, 
left me a bastard and never once looked back, never once helped me. 
Only Ares did that after I had been shoved away from my polis, 
from the brother I’d been raised beside. Ares’s plan would put me 
above all others. If I succeed, I will rule Osteria. All of Osteria will 
have the order, the perfection, the discipline of Aryana. And Ares 
will rule Olympus. 

“You, my lord.” 
Ares smiles. It is not a smile of uncontained joy – I don’t think 

he’s capable of such silly emotions – but it is a smile of pride, of 
hope, of certainty. And it warms me that I could be a part of bringing 
that smile to his lips. 

“Very good. You must go out and speak to the people. You seem 
to be good at making up stories mortals believe, so tell them what 
you will. Soon after, begin the registry.” 

“Yes, my lord.” 
I don’t tell him that even before I entered Illamos Valley I had 

already planned to start the registry, the system where every civilian 
must put on file his name, what polis he is from and what god he 
worships as patron. Most here will be Illamosians who honor 
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Dionysus, but it is always good to know what foreigners may be 
lurking around. I have also told my generals that they will not take 
vanquishers’ privileges. Not yet. These people must be coerced into 
trusting us. Implement new policy in small doses and these 
Illamosians won’t even notice they are being made into Areans. 
Once we have asserted full control, then the generals may take their 
pick from the best homes, the best land, and the best women. 

 “You will also send a letter to your nephew informing him of 
the trouble his polis is in. He will come running to help and you can 
do away with him however you see fit.” 

I will be more than glad to see Jason dead. To others he may 
only be an Illamosian prince with a reputation for slow thought, but 
I have feared him since Aeson informed me of the birth of his son. 
The Oracle, the one I sought hoping he would tell me how to win 
Polymele told me nothing of her love. Instead, he foretold my death, 
my murder at the hand of a descendant of the god Hermes.  

The day Aeson wrote to me of Jason’s birth, I knew, I felt it deep 
within that it was he who the Oracle had referred to. Who else could 
it be? Although a granddaughter of Hermes, Polymele is only a 
woman, hardly anything for an Arean to fear. No, it must be Jason. 
Once I am face to face with my nephew, I will strike first and strike 
fast. My life has dangled in the balance too many times for me not to 
think I can change my fate by killing him before he can kill me. 

“I will be glad to.” 
“Good. This is our future starting now, Pelias. You realize that, 

don’t you? But enough of basking in our victory. You must go speak 
with your people. Our people.” 

I think of grabbing the Staff of Dionysus to hold as I address the 
people, but decide it might seem too presumptive. The sudden 
influx of Arean vigiles has already stirred up concerns and as soon 
as I climb the rostrum a crowd gathers; the faces are a mix of fear 
and anger. The next few moments are a critical time that will spell 
either revolt or complacency. I must lull them in and make them 
want to accept me as leader while pretending it is a burden I do not 
desire. It is up to my skills of deception to make them fall under 
Arean rule without them ever noticing the change until it is too late. 
My vigiles step in to form a square around my audience. These are 
my swiftest and smartest men who know how to maintain calm in a 
crowd and how to take down troublemakers without causing a 
scene.  

“Hail Pelias,” the Areans call in deep unison as I stand at 
attention in the center of the rostrum. The crowd murmurs its way 
into silence. Although I want them to see me as a leader who will 
treat them well if they follow my command, I cannot blame them for 
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their fear. Arean vigiles are renowned for our aggression, our ability 
to use force and our lack of compassion toward those who fight 
against us. Civilians rarely oppose us and those that do regret it for 
the short remainder of their lives. I hold up a hand in a deprecating 
gesture and compose myself. I will be sorrowful, I will make it seem 
that I hate what I am doing. 

“Today the Osteria Council has deemed it necessary I come to 
the aid of this polis,” I say, my voice oozing humility. “Your king has 
been remiss in his duties and, to preserve the integrity of Illamos 
Valley, rule must pass to me for the time being. Look to the north to 
see what happens when a leader fails to lead. Poverty, crime, lives at 
stake. You may see this as overstepping boundaries but it is why the 
Osteria Council was created: to oversee the well-being of all of 
Osteria.” 

“The Osteria Council was created to put power and wealth into 
the hands of twelve people,” someone shouts. I give an almost 
imperceptible twitch of my finger to the vigile nearest the rebel. A 
deft pin prick collapses the protestor. To all eyes, it appears as if the 
vigiles are helping a victim of this early autumn heat wave. 

“If all of you accept this change, you will see little difference in 
your lives. I am here as guardian, not overlord.” 

“Where is Aeson? Where is the queen?” 
The questions are called out with concern, not aggression. Are 

these Valleymen so easily taken? I should have come long ago. 
“They’re—” I slump my shoulders and hang my head. I look 

again to the crowd, my face full of mock distress. “Sadly it is why I 
had to come. I should not tell you this, but you deserve to know the 
truth that has been hidden from you for too long. Your king is my 
adopted brother whom I love dearly.” Unfortunately this sentiment 
is not a lie; this all would be so much easier if I despised Aeson, 
resented him. “He is very weak both in mind and body. The queen 
has been strong these past weeks keeping his madness from 
everyone but now she is resting, recovering from the strain. You can 
see now why my leadership is needed. I do not enjoy my task, nor 
its reason.” 

“We need Jason. He’s the prince. He should lead,” a woman 
calls out. She too suddenly succumbs to the heat. 

“It is not so simple. I wish that it were. The illness is hereditary, 
passed from father to son. He may seem fit, young, the perfect 
princely image, but he too will suffer the ravages of this disease and 
we cannot predict when.” 

The crowd buzzes. Snippets of conversations that reach my ears 
include mention of strange behavior, the queen’s exhaustion, 
troubles in Portaceae, and several heads bob in agreement. Many 
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still scowl but they can be watched. Any sign of dissention and a 
drop of hydra blood might happen to find itself in their weekly 
ration of wine. 

“If all is well, go about your day. Get to know my vigiles, my 
advisor Priam and his son Paris who already seems to be catching 
the eye of the Valley’s young ladies. Now, go and pray to the Twelve 
for your king’s health.” 

As I stride back to the palace Priam bustles beside me, questions 
bubbling like a broken fountain from his thin lips. Just as we reach 
the steps to the palace’s entrance, a welcoming cheer that carries my 
name rings from the agora. After turning back to wave to the people, 
I grin at Priam whose sweaty face twists in disgust. 

“I’d say that’s not bad for a day’s work, wouldn’t you?” I ask 
him. “Now, Secretary, in the morning be sure to send a message 
letting my cousin know what has happened. I’ll sign it once it’s 
ready.” 

I enter the cool interior of the palace, passing through the foyer 
to the atrium where I take a seat in the lounge chair to finish the 
wine and cheese Aeson and Polymele have left behind. 
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2 
HERA

My daughter Iole and I sit on one of the sweeping couches in 
Olympus’s common room. Herc, the bastard son of Zeus who has 
recently become my son-in-law, runs about the common area 
pretending it’s a most impossible task to catch his twin toddlers in 
their game of tag. Iole bounces his youngest child, Cassie, on her 
knee and I wonder how in the name of the Twelve my daughter can 
be so fascinated with a drooling mortal infant. A breeze flutters 
behind me as if I’m being cooled by a feathered fan and I hear feet 
touching down softly behind the chaise.  

“I have news,” Hermes says, his voice serious rather than 
brimming with conspiracy as it normally does when he has rumors 
to share. I twist to look back at him. The usual glint that lights his 
dark eyes is absent. This is no gossip. 

“We’ve got trouble from the Osteria Council. Or maybe it’s just 
the Areans, but the Arean president doesn’t seem to know 
anything.” 

“Anything of what?” I ask impatiently. I get up, give a quick 
smile of reassurance to Iole, then guide Hermes to the line of 
columns at the edge of the common room. Amongst the evergreens 
in the Olympian Plain below, red and orange trees flaunt their 
autumn colors.   

“It’s harvest time, so Dionysus is, well, you know how he likes 
to oversee the wineries.” 

“You mean he’ll be spending the next couple months drunk on 
his own vintages.” 

Hermes shrugs as if in apologetic agreement. “Pelias has 
invaded Illamos Valley. No, not invaded, he just walked in. 
Imprisoned Polymele and Aeson and declared himself leader.” 

“That bastard.” I pinch my lips and shoot a glance to Herc who 
has abruptly stopped fleeing from his son.  

“Mother!” Iole scolds as she shifts Cassie on her lap. 
Herc’s pause allows Sergio to tag him and declare the big man 

It. Herc’s eldest daughter, Sophia, giggles and looks back as she trots 
past her father taunting him to tag her. Herc glares at me a moment 
longer then resumes his chase. I had once reserved the title Bastard 
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only for him. After proving himself worthy of a better name, I no 
longer call him such, but he still bristles at the word.  

 “No.” I wave my hand in apology. “I admit it was my own 
jealousy that caused me to give you the name, Herc, but this Pelias is 
truly a bastard. One of Poseidon’s.” 

As if I’ve cued him onto the stage, Poseidon strolls into the 
common room from the direction of the cliffside gardens with the 
nymph Orseis on his arm. Her lush, wavy hair is studded with 
jasmine blossoms. Both wear guilty smiles on their faces. 

“Dear brother,” I say, leaving Hermes to join Poseidon. “Perhaps 
you could control your son.” 

“Which one?” He chuckles and clutches Orseis tighter to him. 
But the lover’s spell the nymph was under breaks at the reminder of 
the number of women the sea god has left with child. Orseis pulls 
away from my brother and storms out of the room. Poseidon 
watches her go, but before he can take a single step after her, I grip 
him by his bearded chin and make him look at me. 

“Pelias. You know him as the one who murdered his mother, 
your lover, in my temple.” 

At this, all noise in the common room ceases. Herc whispers to 
his children to go play elsewhere as all eyes and ears tune to me. 
Each of the twelve gods gives patronage to one of Osteria’s city 
states, or poli, and within each polis stands a temple of some sort to 
the patron god. The temples not only provide a place of worship and 
pilgrimage, but also serve as places of sanctuary. Pelias’s mother had 
been among the latter group. When her bastard son hunted her 
down, Tyro had fled to my temple perched on the outskirts of 
Portaceae City. When he failed to respect the sanctuary laws, Pelias 
committed one of the greatest offenses to the gods, and to me 
especially, by slaying her as she sought my protection. 

“I cannot be blamed for that. I had nothing to do with her 
shunning the child I gave her. She should have been honored.” 

I roll my eyes. What is it with my brothers that make them think 
a woman being impregnated and then abandoned to explain to an 
angry spouse or father how she got with child was an honor?  

“She was not honored. She was murdered and I have despised 
your son since that day. So far he has kept his head low so I have 
paid him no mind.” 

“And you were too busy tormenting Herc,” Hermes adds as he 
leans jauntily against a column. I send him a look to make glaciers 
shiver. 

“He has now invaded Illamos Valley and that will not be 
tolerated,” I say. 
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Poseidon shrugs. “I love you sister, but I don’t see how you can 

get so worked up over these mortal affairs.” He kisses me on my 
cheek and the coarse hair of his beard tickles my skin. I brush him 
away. He steps back and I see the impatient expression on his face. 
He is ready to end this confrontation to go search for Orseis. I grab 
his wrist. 

“You know the prophecy regarding Illamos Valley. I will not 
have a man like Pelias think he will be the one to fulfill it.” 

“What prophecy?” Herc asks. 
“My sister speaks of a raving oracle who foresaw that a man 

from Illamos Valley will one day rule all of Osteria. Some argue the 
Oracle said ‘save all of Osteria,’ not ‘rule,’ but still, I would have 
thought you above such superstition, Hera.” 

“I may be,” I say even though it is a lie. The oracle spoke the 
words long ago when the Illamos Valley polis had just staked out its 
borders. A shudder passes through me. Call it superstition, but this 
is not something I can turn my back on. “You know mortals believe 
in such things. If Pelias claims Illamos Valley, he will only need to 
mention the prophecy to bring the weak-minded to his side. Illamos 
Valley needs a hero.”   

“This is a matter for Dionysus, not you,” Poseidon says. At the 
sound of soft footsteps he cranes his neck to peer down a hall off the 
common room, but it is only Demeter. 

“Dionysus will only look into it if someone takes an axe to his 
grapevines,” I mutter. “Oh, go chase after your nymph.” I wave my 
hand dismissively and my brother trots off to search for his lover.  

I pace the common room for several moments, twisting my 
hands together and giving a huff of annoyance each time I turn. 
Aeson is too old to be the hero Illamos Valley needs. It must be 
someone younger, ready to prove himself. I halt and spin to face 
Herc. “If I need your help, will you give it?” 

“I—” Herc hesitates. Iole comes up to him with Cassie perched 
on her hip and squeezes his hand. “If you need me, I’ll help in what 
way I can, but my first duty is to be here with my children and Iole.” 

“Yes, good. I don’t plan to take up all your time.” The tension in 
my face softens a fraction at the sight of the contentment on my 
daughter’s face. “Besides, I wouldn’t deprive Iole her happiness for 
long. Hermes, what news of Jason?” 

“A messenger will leave in the morning with the news of 
Illamos Valley. For some reason Pelias wants Jason to know what has 
happened. I fear he may be luring the prince in to kill him.” 

“No doubt he is.” Hermes stares at me as if in disbelief I should 
be so blunt. But it’s true. Pelias may have qualms about killing his 
half-brother, but Pelias is an Arean and he won’t hesitate to do away 
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with Jason to prevent any opposition to his seizure of Illamos Valley. 
However, I know Pelias also carries a fear of his nephew and I 
intend to use that fear to Jason’s benefit. “You have a collection of 
old sandals whose wings have been clipped. Before he wakes this 
morning, steal Jason’s boots and leave a pair of your sandals in their 
place. The loosest ones you have.” 

Hermes opens his mouth to argue. He hates to part with any of 
the thousands of sandals in his collection, but it is too rare a thing 
for one of the gods to encourage him in his favorite pastime of 
stealing.  

“And may I steal them back at some point?” he asks in a wary 
tone of bargaining.   

“Of course, and I want you to find out what Ares is up to. This 
Pelias is commander of his vigiles. Ares must know something.”  

Hermes’s cheeks blush and a god would have to be blind not to 
notice the thrill in his eyes. On Zeus’s orders, Ares is no longer 
welcome on Olympus, but the ban has done nothing to stop 
Hermes’s admiration for the god of war.  

“You have a deal.” Hermes preens his hand over his helmet 
wings and flutters off. I hope in his haste to see Ares, Hermes 
doesn’t forget about the sandals.  

“Mother, you swore not to intervene,” Iole chastises. 
I brush my fingers along her cheek. “My darling, helping is not 

intervening.”  
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3 
JASON

“Highness, a message for you.” 
From my reclined position, I reluctantly open my eyes to look 

up at a tow-haired boy holding out a folded piece of parchment for 
me to take. Only yesterday I discovered the fields beyond 
Portaceae’s temple to Hera provide an excellent spot for lounging. In 
the early afternoon of these unseasonably warm days of early fall, 
the scent of lavender wafts over the air, making it easy to slip into 
slumber. Unfortunately, as second-in-command of the Illamosian 
vigiles and Prince of Illamos Valley, these restful moments are often 
disturbed by messages. I push myself up to sit cross-legged in the 
grass and trade a coin for the slip of parchment. Before I can open 
the letter, a tall, red-haired man drops onto the grass next to me.  

“Iolalus,” I say in greeting. Despite being royalty myself, I give 
Portaceae’s new Solon the respect he deserves and bow my head. 

“Oh, stop with the formality. I can’t stand it. Truly, I’m about 
ready to hold an election to give the people someone else to bow 
and scrape to.” 

“They’d still choose that horse twat face of yours especially after 
this victory,” says Odysseus as he strides up to us. 

“Only thanks to you convincing men like your cousin here and 
so many other vigiles to help me.” Iolalus grins, then adds, “I can’t 
believe they agreed to stay after smelling your pony fart breath.” 

Odysseus belts out a laugh. Before Iolalus took the Solonship, 
vigiles from Aryana, Osteria’s most aggressive polis, had invaded 
Portaceae’s borders. Odysseus, commander of the Illamosian vigiles, 
had been serving duty in Portaceae at the time. His messages to 
Osteria’s ten other poli brought enough forces to drive the Areans 
back to their homeland in the east. I and a band of my best vigiles 
had been among the first to answer his call. Although I felt it my 
duty to help my neighbor to the north and found it a joy to fight 
alongside my notorious cousin, I also brought with me a hope that 
success in the battle might earn me a portion of rare praise from my 
mother and father. The slip of parchment sealed with the grape 
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cluster emblem of Illamos Valley, brings a bloom of anticipation to 
my heart that my hope will be realized. 

“What news?” Odysseus asks, nodding at the note in my hand. 
He stretches out in the grass, leaning back on his elbows with an air 
of calm confidence I often try to copy, but never seem able to match. 
His sharp green eyes, that always carry a hint of cunning mischief, 
shine in the late afternoon light. “Has Achilles finally decided to join 
the battle now that it’s over?” 

“I heard his mother won’t let him fight,” Iolalus says.  
It’s true. Although an Oracle once claimed Achilles would 

become Osteria’s most sought after warrior and had supposedly 
been gifted by the gods with fighting skills, no one has ever seen 
him in battle. Not even mock battle. As high-born children, Achilles 
and I were both educated by the wise centaur, Chiron. Like most 
did, I left when I was sixteen, but Achilles – despite being a year 
older than me – remained with Chiron. When this call came up, it 
was said Achilles’s mother, fearing some prophecy, hid him away 
and even Chiron, who I swear knows everything, does not know 
where his former pupil is. Even though I know him to be intelligent 
and ready for any physical challenge, most believe that Achilles may 
not even know how to handle a sword and hides behind his 
mother’s skirts to avoid tarnishing the reputation that has grown up 
around him. 

I break the seal. Each word scratched into the parchment wears 
away my sunny mood over the thrill of an easily won triumph and 
the prideful hope of pleasing my parents. 

“Pelias has taken over the rule of Illamos Valley.” I look at 
Odysseus who now sits up, his face etched in concern as he reaches 
for the note. “He has imprisoned my mother and father.” 

“Doesn’t Dionysus have any say in the matter? Does he offer 
them no protection?” Iolalus asks. 

Each polis of Osteria is under the protection of one of the twelve 
gods of Mount Olympus. Hera although recently remiss in her 
duties, oversees Portaceae, while Dionysus, the god of wine and 
revelry, serves as patron god of Illamos Valley. Although the fields of 
Illamos Valley sprout much of the fruit, vegetables and nuts for 
Osteria, it’s the Valley’s grape vines and the fermented product of 
those vines that first attracted Dionysus to my wealthy city-state. 

“Dionysus ensures the grapes grow and that the Valley’s 
vineyards remain fertile and protected,” Odysseus says with a 
critical note to his voice. “Unlike Hera who has to have her hand in 
every Portacean pie, as long as Illamos Valley’s leader respects the 
vineyards and fields, our god fails to meddle in trifling matters like 
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politics. Unless Pelias sets fire to the vines, Dionysus won’t be 
roused by this news.” 

“I must return home.” I stand, ready to go this instant. 
“You’ll miss the victory party tonight,” Iolalus says as he rises to 

his feet. 
“Celebrating with Illamosian wine, no doubt,” I tease and clap 

the new leader amicably on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, I get my 
fill.” I fasten my belt and scabbard around my waist, tie my dagger 
to my calf and hoist a travel pack onto my shoulders. Out of habit, 
for reassurance I touch my hand to the grape cluster charm of the 
Illamosian vigiles that hangs from my neck. I must get to my father 
to find out if this news is true and, if needed, to fight for my polis. I 
start toward the path that will take me to the Osterian Road, but get 
only ten paces through the field before the sounds of Iolalus’s and 
Odysseus’s laughter hit my ears. I brush the back of my tunic 
making certain it hasn’t hitched up to expose my rear end. As 
children, Odysseus once let me go an entire day with my tunic like 
that and I still carry the habit of checking my backside whenever I 
feel flustered with nerves or confusion.  

The tunic is as it should be, so I look down to my feet. I know I 
look ridiculous in these sandals that have clearly seen better days 
and that are too big for my feet, but they were what I found beside 
my bed in place of my boots when I woke this morning. It’s a silly 
joke and I hope by wearing them I will shame the person who stole 
my boots into returning them. With the laughter behind me, I feel 
certain in my suspicions that Odysseus is the thief. I turn around, 
expecting to see my cousin waggling my boots at me. But no, the 
joke at my expense continues and Odysseus stands empty-handed. I 
question him and Iolalus with a scolding stare. 

“You never change, do you?” asks Odysseus who now stands 
grinning next to Iolalus. 

“I know Odysseus smells like the wrong side of a pig’s anus,” 
Iolalus says, “but I hope his stench hasn’t made you lose your 
senses.” 

I try to erase it, but I feel the scrunch of confusion creeping over 
my face. Iolalus points to the field behind him. My horse grazes on 
the grass growing between the grey-green shrubs of lavender. My 
cheeks burn as if someone has thrown a log on my internal fire. No 
wonder my parents think so little of me. Trying to play it off, I roll 
my eyes to chide my own forgetfulness. Odysseus and Iolalus stride 
over as I remove the hobble from my horse’s legs. 

“Lucky I’m here to think for you or you’d have been halfway to 
the Valley before realizing you should be looking at the Osterian 
Road from a few feet higher up. If the Solon can spare me I think it 
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might be best if I go with you. These Areans are worse than Old 
Lerna – cut one head off and two more sprout in its place.” 
Odysseus’s tone is jovial but the look that passes between him and 
Iolalus speaks of the same heavy concern that has settled on my 
chest.  

Pelias, my father’s adopted brother and the commander of the 
Arean vigiles, represents the Aryana polis on the Osterian Council – 
the body that sprang up a decade ago to oversee what they deem as 
Osterian-wide matters. Matters that primarily include collecting fees 
and fines, and creating silly laws such as the strict regulation of the 
limited amount of electricity found in a few of Osteria’s poli.  

The Osterian Council also have their hands in the dispersal of 
grain, a job once left to the monarchs of Demos, but when King 
Athamas abandoned his throne in search of his son Phrixus, a 
rebellion deposed Ino’s twins and put Priam – a man too meek to 
oppose the Council – in the president’s seat. Although they claim 
themselves a neutral branch of government, the Council’s reach has 
grown in recent years. There are even rumors that some of the 
members long to rule Osteria through one man with the other eleven 
serving as advisors, but despite the talk they have never interfered 
with the politics of the twelve poli – politics that range from the 
democracy of Cedonia to the more common monarchies of Portaceae 
and Illamos Valley. Pelias taking control of Illamos Valley smacks of 
the Osteria Council digging its claws into areas it shouldn’t. Or 
perhaps this is just another show of the aggressive hunger for battle 
that seems woven into the fabric of Arean existence. 

“Of course, go,” Iolalus says, stroking the muzzle of the black 
horse he obtained only weeks ago from one of the districts in 
southern Portaceae – an immortal and fearless beast, perfect for the 
battlefield. “And don’t hesitate to send word if you need any help.” 

When Odysseus and I mount our horses – large yet nimble 
Astorian-trained steeds that had been ideal on the front lines in the 
battles that ended a few days ago – I catch sight of the deep scar on 
Odysseus’s calf. I’m so used to the craggy mark I rarely notice it, but 
on the occasions I do my gut lurches at the memory of his screams 
the day he received it. Nor do I forget the chastising I earned from 
my father that day as if it was I, not a wild boar, who inflicted the 
wound. 

As we trot off, we pass many faces that have become familiar 
over the previous weeks. Some nod their heads to me, some salute 
Odysseus, many bow low to the two of us, but a few keep their 
heads high. As bastard sons of Zeus, men such as Perseus of the 
Docklands see themselves as equal to, perhaps even better than a 
prince and his cousin who, although descended from the god 
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Hermes, are merely the messenger god’s great-grandchildren rather 
than direct spawn of godly seed. At the junction to the Osterian 
Road, I glance once more at the crumpled letter I hold in my hand. 

“Think the words have changed?” Odysseus asks. 
“I had hoped they were words of praise from my father.” I smile 

weakly as if in apology for my longing. “The men I led were at the 
front against the Areans and I didn’t lose a single one.” 

“No, instead you lost your polis,” Odysseus says in a teasing 
tone that carries no malice.  

“Thank you for the reminder. How could Pelias betray us like 
this? Or maybe it’s not betrayal. Maybe there is truly something 
wrong in the Valley.” 

“Not likely. Pelias is an Arean. An Arean on the Osteria Council. 
A visit from him cannot bode well. Don’t worry though,” he says 
with encouragement, “at least you have me to do your thinking for 
you. Look, here come Castor and Pollux. Gods, did I ever swagger 
like that?” 

I hold back the comment that my cousin still does swagger 
exactly like the two young men strutting toward us. They lead 
identical white horses and are mirror images of one another. These 
two, who wear the vigile charms of both Vancuse’s dove and Illamos 
Valley’s grape cluster, are not only my friends who fought with great 
skill by my side over the past few weeks, but will also be my 
brothers in only a couple years’ time when my twelve-year betrothal 
to their sister, Helen, ends and I take her as my wife. 

Despite rule in their polis of Vancuse being democratic, the 
ancestors of their mother Leda had won the majority of the 
Vancusian vote for over two centuries. As Clytemnestra, the eldest 
daughter of Leda, has no interest in becoming a leader and Helen 
will help me rule Illamos Valley after we wed, it will be the twins 
who will run for presidency when the time arrives. If history is any 
record, one of them will win, but one cannot rely on a family name 
to secure position. So, to make themselves more worthy candidates, 
both boys enlisted as vigiles at the age of sixteen. As a gesture of 
good will between my polis and Vancuse, they had been sent to train 
and serve in Illamos Valley. Although, thanks to normally light duty 
augmented with plentiful helpings of high-quality wine, most 
sixteen-year-olds yearn for a place in the Illamosian vigiles. 
However, the twins excelled at their two-year training and, despite 
their youth, were the first two I chose to join me in the defense of 
Portaceae. 

“Are we returning already?” Castor asks. It had taken me some 
time to tell the difference between the twins until finally Odysseus 
pointed out that Castor has black eyes while Pollux has blue ones. 
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Although both were born to Leda within the same hour, rumors 
state that Castor was fathered by a mortal man while Pollux’s sire 
was the god Zeus himself. Still, with Zeus’s inability to resist mortal 
women, it seems every ruling family in Osteria can claim relation to 
the head god of the Twelve.  

“If you like, you can stay for the festivities,” I say. “But my 
father’s throne has been usurped. I must return.” 

“Then it’s our duty to join you,” Pollux offers with an eager 
glint in his royal blue eyes. Although rumored to be Osteria’s most 
vicious fighters, it had taken no more than a few skirmishes to 
scatter the Areans from Portaceae. I have no doubt the quick success 
of their first battle has given them a taste for fighting. A taste I know 
must be tempered to keep these two from charging into war without 
thought. After all, not every success is so easily won.  

Still, I am thankful for the twins’ enthusiasm. I only wish the 
letter had given more details. Is Pelias’s presence in the Valley an 
invasion or a diplomatic matter? If diplomatic, then rushing in with 
an army of vigiles will do nothing but cause further trouble for my 
polis. And if it is an invasion I should bring the rest of my men. 
What will it prove to ride into Salemnos, the Valley’s capital city, 
with only Odysseus and a couple boys barely out of vigile training 
by my side? The usurper would laugh his Arean head off. 

No, I have to believe the message, signed by Pelias himself is an 
invitation to talk, not fight. I glance to Odysseus. He makes no effort 
to rally more troops, a skill he has proven he can do with speed and 
ease with this Portacean campaign. I take his silence as a sign that 
entering Salemnos with three men is just the right number. 

**END OF SAMPLE** 
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