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for my little sister, Helen—

who makes me kinder

and who I love very much
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EPIGRAPH

“But the instant the light fell that way, and the mysteries of the couch were revealed, she beheld the very gentlest and sweetest of all wild creatures … at sight of whom the glad flame of the lamp shone doubly bright, and even the wicked knife repented of its edge.”

Apuleius, The Story of Eros and Psyche

Translated by Edward Carpenter, 1923








CONTENT WARNING

Please be aware that Gentlest of Wild Things includes content that may be distressing to some readers, including emotional and physical abuse, ableism, consumption of blood, cannibalism (off-page, implied), violence and mild gore.




CONTENTS


Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Epigraph


Prologue

One: No Earthly Creature

Two: The First Arrow

Three: Perils on Water

Four: Born and Brought Forth

Five: False and Disobedient Beauty

Six: Serpent Dire and Fierce

Seven: Pillars of Gold

Eight: The Divine Appointment

Nine: Quick Sons of the Ground

Ten: Garlands of Roses

Eleven: The Night and Darkness

Twelve: False and Forged Tears

Thirteen: Most Miserable Fortune

Fourteen: The Night in Weeping

Fifteen: Above in Starry Skies

Sixteen: Softly in the Valley

Seventeen: Cruel and Contrary Fortune

Eighteen: The Birds and the Wild Beasts

Nineteen: This Place of Pleasures

Twenty: Down in the Nights

Twenty-One: The Earth and Not the Sea

Twenty-Two: The God of All Fire

Twenty-Three: The Floods of Styx

Twenty-Four: In Spirit and Sense

Twenty-Five: The Sorrowful Wound

Twenty-Six: A Bold Heart

Twenty-Seven: A Sorrow to Comfort

Twenty-Eight: Beast of All Beasts

Twenty-Nine: Sweet and Fragrant Flowers

Thirty: No Fruit of Honour

Thirty-One: The Divine Beauty

Thirty-Two: The End of All Fortune

Thirty-Three: Sirens to the Mountain

Thirty-Four: Of Like Wretchedness

Thirty-Five: Profaned and Made Vile

Thirty-Six: The Sweet Sleep

Thirty-Seven: Mother of All Things

Thirty-Eight: Most Dreadful and Furious

Thirty-Nine: Voyage Toward the Sea

Forty: By A New Concourse

Forty-One: The Water of the River

Forty-Two: With Sweet Harmony

Forty-Three: Clad in the Morning

Forty-Four: Those Pestilent and Wicked

Forty-Five: Fire and Arrows

Forty-Six: The Froth of the Waves

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

About the Author

About the Publisher






PROLOGUE

Alexandra

ALEXANDRA HURLED HERSELF THROUGH THE storeroom door and slammed it shut behind her. There was no lock, nothing to keep it closed, but she pressed the length of her body against the wood and prayed that it would be enough. There was a brass skewer in her hand, snatched from the hearthside as she’d hurtled past it and still flecked with grease and scraps of charred meat. Alexandra clutched it like a sword. Her feet were bare and filthy, the flesh of her arm torn wide open and sticky with blood. Every breath she drew was a gasp—ragged and painful. And loud. Too loud. She would be heard. She would be found.

No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than there was a sound in the room beyond, a dull, regular thudding. And beneath that, the patter of bare feet on stone. Closer and closer they came, until she could have sworn they were right beside her. Alexandra clasped both hands to her mouth so that the cold of the skewer pressed against her lips. Her throat was raw from screaming; if there was anyone left in the house, she knew by now that they would not be coming to her aid. There was nothing left to do but stay quiet and hope.

She drew in a long, slow breath, cringing as the air whistled in her throat, and strained to listen for movement on the other side of the door. Silence. Alexandra exhaled as quietly as she could and counted from one to twelve, her lips shaping the names of the gods atop Olympus. Nothing. She counted back from twelve to one, ending on Aphrodite. There was no sound now; whatever lay beyond the door was waiting. Or, perhaps, it was gone? Alexandra allowed herself the smallest glimmer of hope.

She lowered her shaking hands from her mouth and turned her head, slowly, slowly, to face the door.

Ah. Not gone. The realisation hit her like a blow and she froze, staring. On the other side of the door, through the gaps in the worn wood, a bloodshot golden eye stared back at her. A sob escaped the tight cage of Alexandra’s fingers and the eye narrowed, crinkling at the corners. Alexandra caught a fleeting glimpse of pale bloodless lips—pulled apart and baring teeth. Then they were gone. The eye, the lips, the teeth, all gone.

But where had they gone? Where?

Alexandra was not left wondering for long. With an awful rending sound, the door was ripped from its hinges and slammed into her. The skewer clattered uselessly from her fingers as she went flying back into the storeroom, crashing into the sacks that lined the wall. Her head smacked hard against the stone. The sacks were kept atop a low wooden bench to keep them from the damp of the floor and the sand that covered it in a fine layer, but they toppled readily as Alexandra hit them, following her to the ground. She lay there like a discarded doll, dizzy and panting, surrounded by lentils and seeds and grain and the first spill of blood. The door rested atop her. A dull, distant ache radiated from the wrist she’d fallen on.

She turned her head painfully to the side. Her vision spun. Beneath the bulk of the door, she could see nothing but a patch of hazy seed-scattered floor. For a moment, everything was still, then a shadow rippled across the ground, followed by the dancing glimmer of a reflection. A glint of metal like the shine of firelight off a blade. Alexandra turned her head away. What use was watching? It would only make her more afraid. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited, her pulse thrumming frantically in her ears, her throat, her belly and the tips of her bloodied fingers.

When the door was lifted from her, it was with something like gentleness. A gasp rushed past her lips as the pressure on her chest released and she felt something warm dribbling from the corner of her mouth. Blood. The taste was overwhelming as it began to carve a path across her cheek to drip from her jaw. The dull pain of her wrist flared and hardened. Broken, she was almost sure of it.

There was a sharp ringing thud, something solid making contact with the floor so close to her face that she felt the disturbance in the soft short curls that framed her face. Alexandra whimpered.

“Shhh.” A rustling of fabric as the monster knelt. A careful hand caressed Alexandra’s face, wiping the blood away. Then the soothing shushing gave way to a foul wet sucking. Alexandra squeezed her eyes shut tighter. Her lips shaped the words of a prayer to Persephone, lady of flowers, goddess of a spring Alexandra would not live to see through.

The hand returned to her jaw and Alexandra leaned wearily into the cool press of fingers. Another hand cupped her opposite cheek so that her face was cradled, tenderly, between two palms. “Please,” croaked Alexandra.

She was not sure what she was asking for. But the grip of fingers on her flesh tightened in response—they held her head in a sudden vice, then jerked it sideways.

Alexandra thought she felt it when her neck broke.






ONE

NO EARTHLY CREATURE

Eirene

EIRENE REGARDED THE BASKET OF plums with the same distaste she would have shown the rotting corpse of a rabbit.

The individual fruits were perfect—plump, richly pigmented, unmarked and identical. They could not have been on the doorstep for long; the morning dew was only just beginning to collect on their shining skins, and Eirene couldn’t help but watch a droplet mark a slow, inviting trail downwards. Despite herself, she inhaled, and the air was thick with their fragrance.

“Gods, again?” Phoebe materialised at her shoulder without warning, a slender, serious wraith in her ivory chiton.

Eirene started, snatching her hands back from the basket of plums. She had barely registered herself reaching for them. “I wasn’t—” she began guiltily.

Phoebe hardly seemed to hear her. Her brow was furrowed, and her teeth worried at her lower lip as she leaned past Eirene for a closer look. “The third basket in as many days,” she observed flatly. “And they’re from him, aren’t they?”

Eirene nodded reluctantly, unable to meet her twin sister’s eyes. “Who but Leandros could find plums at this time of year?” And it was not just plums. Yesterday it had been figs and the day before that pears and a cluster of golden grapes—all perfectly ripe, all impossible to find in these late spring days on Zakynthos.

Eirene had not allowed a single one over the threshold.

Perhaps she was cautious to the point of ridiculousness, but everything about Leandros frightened her. His rumoured beauty, unnatural and captivating, the grand house he owned in the hills with its single looming tower, his claims that the blood of gods—of Eros and his divine mother Aphrodite—flowed in his veins. Then there were the bottled Desires he sold to the wealthiest islanders. He claimed he had inherited the power of love itself, that he could thaw even the iciest of hearts.

Eirene had seen enough to believe it, and she wouldn’t be allowing Leandros anywhere near Phoebe, or her heart. What business did Leandros have sending gifts—ones that seemed a lot like courting gifts if you asked Eirene—when he already had a wife at home? Round-hipped, wide-eyed Alexandra with her clever tongue and bright laugh had been admired for years and for miles and golden Leandros had won her within weeks of arriving on the island. He had his prize and he’d taken enough from Eirene. Neither she nor Phoebe had seen their old friend since her marriage.

“Are we going to tell Stavros?” Phoebe crouched down and picked up a single plum. She straightened, turning it over in her palms. Eirene watched her sister with a knot in her throat.

Phoebe had been plagued by a recurrent fever throughout their childhood—the same fever that had claimed their parents—and it had always been up to Eirene to nurse her sister through each terrifying bout. Over the years, she’d learned which herbs would cool Phoebe’s brow or coax her into a heavy dreamless sleep. She’d mastered the art of swapping sweat-drenched blankets from out around her sister’s prone form, and she’d even perfected a bone-broth stew that Phoebe could keep down when everything else made her retch.

Still, despite Eirene’s best efforts, Phoebe seemed to grow slighter with each passing winter. Shadows gathered beneath the jut of her collarbones. Over time, the warm brown of her skin had become sallow; her dark curls had lost their lustre.

“Eat it,” said Eirene reluctantly, nodding at the plum in Phoebe’s hands. Though she wouldn’t touch a single one herself, she would not—could not—stop Phoebe. They were just plums. They couldn’t do her any harm. “As many as you want. But I’m throwing them in the river when you’re finished. I don’t want Stavros knowing about this.”

“He’ll find out eventually,” said Phoebe reasonably. She pulled apart the plum with her fingers, plucking the stone from the shining yellow flesh with a practised ease. She tucked one half into each cheek and spoke with her mouth full. “He might be drunk half the time, but he isn’t stupid.”

“I have to disagree,” said Eirene.

“And,” said Phoebe, “the window in his bedchamber overlooks the path—one day, he’ll sleep off the wine a little earlier and catch sight of whoever’s delivering the fruit.” She swallowed. Her next words were clear. “Or Leandros will just tell him. Whatever it is he has to tell.”

“Perhaps Leandros prefers to keep his business his own.”

Phoebe shrugged and ducked down for another plum. Eirene got the sense she was hiding her face. Her voice quavered on her next words. “If you say so.”

“I do,” said Eirene, with more confidence than she felt. “Are you done? The light’s good—if you finish off that chlamys you’re making I can take it with me to the market. And I can get rid of these before Stavros sees.” She bent down and swung the basket of plums into her arms. Their scent hit her again, harder, and her mouth filled with saliva. She must have been hungrier than she realised.

“Let me have one more.” Phoebe stretched out her hand. Her calloused fingers were sticky with juice and there were crescents of dark plum skin caught beneath the bitten-down nails. Eirene couldn’t stifle the shiver of guilt that ran down her spine; weaving was a fiercely physical task and it cost Phoebe more than angry new blisters and dozens of little cuts where the rough twists of wool had been drawn across her flesh. She would work from dawn till dusk, until she physically could not go on and the relentless overwork pushed her into another spell of sickness. She needed rest—they both knew it—but no one had talent like Phoebe. They could not afford for her to stop, and Phoebe would say as much whenever Eirene begged her to take even a day of respite.

Eirene pushed two more plums into her sister’s dye-stained palm. “Go on,” she said gruffly. “I need to leave soon.”

“Don’t forget to pick the rosemary,” said Phoebe. “The physician always needs more and he pays well for it.”

“I know,” said Eirene, who had forgotten to pick the rosemary. “Mind your own business. Is the chlamys ready?”

Phoebe rolled her eyes. “Don’t harass me. You can’t hurry art.” Before Eirene could reply—to say that she’d better hurry if she didn’t want to starve—Phoebe had whirled on one bare foot, the plums clutched to her chest, and scurried into the house. Her footsteps were light on the tiled floor. They were all but silent on the stairs.

It was an unspoken rule between the two of them, staying quiet until they knew that Stavros had awoken. Even then, they kept their voices low—their cousin was invariably in a foul temper after a night of heavy drinking and losses at the gambling tables. Last night had been one of Leandros’ grand symposia, where all his guests drank for free, so Stavros would be twice as unpleasant this morning.

Eirene scowled at the thought of the symposium. If Stavros ever knew of Leandros’ gifts, he’d certainly make the same assumption that Eirene had—that Leandros grew bored of his wife. That he sought a new addition to his bed. Stavros would be overjoyed at the prospect of having such a powerful ally; no matter that Phoebe would be little more than a mistress, easily discarded – Stavros would march her to Leandros’ gilded bedchamber himself.

It could not be allowed to happen. Eirene squared her shoulders, propped the basket on her hip and set off down the path towards the river. She cursed Leandros with every step.

The house that Eirene and Phoebe shared with their cousin stood alone atop a low hill outside the village. It was an unremarkable building, indistinguishable from every other in the village below: two storeys of mud and wood, a handful of windows and a wide straw-thatched roof in dire need of repair. Stavros’ father had been a shepherd, and the house’s position gave it a fine prospect over the now empty pastures and the river that wound round them. It also meant that its occupants had to tramp up and down the hill every time they went out, which only served to add to Eirene’s foul temper as she stalked back up the path.

The remaining plums had not sunk when she’d tossed them into the river; they’d bobbed on the water’s surface, mocking her even as they were swept downstream. She’d kept the basket to use for herbs—she always needed more baskets—but she’d smacked it against every tree she’d passed on her way back, swept it through the dust outside the house, and made sure to tuck it beneath the stack of others she kept by the door. Now battered and dusty, it blended in seamlessly. Phoebe was right—as much as he drank, Stavros remained surprisingly sharp-witted. He could spot any new purchase in an instant and would spend weeks hounding Eirene over it. Once, she’d finally bought herself new sandals, two years after the old ones had first started falling apart, and he’d been so enraged he’d threatened to turn her out on to the street for wasting his money. His money, as if he’d earned a single coin. Even the memory of it made Eirene’s cheeks hot with anger. She scowled and gave the pile of baskets another kick for good measure.

Inside, she stoked the hearth that burned low in the centre of the single downstairs room before padding up the only staircase, placing her feet carefully as to make only the smallest sounds. When she reached the chamber she shared with Phoebe, for sleeping and working alike, she gave the door a gentle push. It gave way beneath her touch.

Eirene slipped inside. “Phoebe?”

Her twin was perched on her stool in a patch of dappled light by the window, the finished chlamys—woven in strands of cream and wine—clutched in her slender arms. She did not turn to face Eirene right away; it was only after another, quieter, “Phoebe?” that she did.

“Eirene,” said Phoebe. She smiled and, looking like that—even with dark circles under her eyes and hollows in her cheeks and an anxious twitch in her fingers—it was easy to see why Leandros wanted her. She was not just lovely; she was thoughtful and deliberate and kinder than Eirene ever was. Eirene was quick to temper, but Phoebe always knew how to sooth her rage with a few careful words.

Phoebe cleared her throat. She shook out the chlamys: a long rectangle of pale wool, a pattern picked out on its edges in crimson. “Here.”

Eirene took it. She had a sickening thought that this might be the last thing Phoebe made before she was snatched away by Leandros. No. No. That would not happen. Eirene would not allow it. She cleared her throat. “It’s pretty.”

“And?”

Eirene winced. Was she truly that easy to read? “Nothing.” She scrambled for an excuse. “Well, just that the cold weather is coming to an end. Not so many people needing new cloaks.”

Phoebe frowned. “You’ll manage. You always do.”

“Yes,” Eirene agreed too hastily.

There was a long silence as the two of them gazed at one another. Phoebe chewed on her lower lip and clasped her hands together. There was blood on her teeth.

Eirene broke the quiet first. “I suppose I should get going.” She turned back towards the door.

“Eirene?” Phoebe’s voice was suddenly very small.

“Yes, Phoebe?”

“You’ll make sure you get a good price for it, won’t you? You never know how long the money might have to last.”

Eirene tightened her grip on the cloak, her fingers digging into the soft wool. They wouldn’t make it to the end of the summer without Phoebe. Not with Stavros gambling away every coin he could get his hands on, buying more wine than he could ever afford, and forcing Eirene to slink shame-faced into the brothel in the morning to pay off his bills. And that was just money. How long could Eirene bear to be parted from Phoebe? They had come into the world entwined already, born knowing one another better than anyone else ever could. Eirene wasn’t sure she knew how to exist on her own. “Phoebe—” she began.

A peculiar look passed across Phoebe’s face. “Don’t forget the rosemary,” she said.

There might have been more, but they both froze at movement in the neighbouring room. There was a rustle of blankets, then the thud of unsteady feet on floorboards. Stavros had awoken. Phoebe’s expression hardened. Eirene felt her own face twist. Together, they listened to Stavros lurch towards his window and throw open the shutters. A pause, then there came the distinct sound of urination, followed by an indecently loud grunt of relief. Another time, they might have grinned at each other, smothered their sniggers, but today—

“Eirene,” Phoebe began, “do you ever think maybe I should—”

“No,” said Eirene. The word was hard and brittle, like a broken jar in her mouth.

“You know what Leandros is. You know what he can do. Could you really stop me if I was determined to go? If I loved him?”

“You don’t love him,” snapped Eirene.

“I’m afraid,” said Phoebe.

Eirene had swallowed the broken pieces of the jar; now they were tearing their way through her insides. “Afraid of what?”

“That I will.” Phoebe spoke quietly, but each word was painfully clear. “Love him. That he’ll make me, and you won’t be able to stop him.”






TWO

THE FIRST ARROW

Eirene

IT WAS MID-MORNING BY THE time Eirene arrived at the market square, laden down with baskets of fresh herbs—five bundles of that damned rosemary alongside the parsley and the fennel and the mint and the rest. Beside the herbs was a careful selection of tinctures she’d brewed and decanted into little clay jars and, finally—kept meticulously separate from the rest so as not to dirty it—Phoebe’s cloak. That she intended to sell for more than all the rest combined. She still felt sick to her stomach, Phoebe’s words echoing through her ears.

I’m afraid.

He’ll make me, and you won’t be able to stop him.

Eirene set the baskets down clumsily. The blanket she used as her storefront was strapped to her back. She pulled it free and knelt to spread it over the ground in her usual spot—easily identifiable by the neat row of rocks left there. She placed one on each corner of the blanket then sat back on her heels, staring out at the square with dismay.

The market had once seemed to Eirene to be the beating heart of the village: a bustling, buzzing hive of activity full of carts and stalls and rickety tables and dozens of people shoving their way between them. Now, with half the sellers gone and fewer buyers with each passing day, it was like a graveyard.

Today, only two other stalls were manned: the shoemaker’s, which she hadn’t seen sell a pair in weeks, run by a craftsman so ancient he probably remembered the Titans’ reign but had forgotten that he wanted to make money; and the baker’s cart, with its mountains of fresh pillowy bread. That one was tended by a tall girl with a drawn pale face. Xenia. It made Eirene’s heart ache to look at her. Xenia had been a living ghost since her little sister, Clyte, had left to check the bakery ovens one morning and never returned. There were rumours they’d tracked her to the house of a merchant three villages over, and that the man had spat in their faces when they’d demanded her safe return. He’d claimed that Clyte was his wife and that her family had no rightful claim to her any more. Now, standing alone at her cart, Xenia gazed blankly at the steaming piles of flatbread before her. Unable to stand witness to her suffering a moment longer, Eirene looked away, her eyes searching the rest of the square. It was a pitiful sight.

Though most of the unused carts had at least been dragged away, a handful remained—on their sides, with broken wheels, the wood rotting away—as if their owners had vanished into thin air. More likely, they had been recruited into Leandros’ growing staff. It seemed everyone in the village served him these days.

The abandoned stalls were just as depressing. One had belonged to the village physician. He had stopped sending his apprentices out to the market with bottles of tinctures and fragrant poultices. Another had belonged to a young woman who sold bundles of flowers from her garden, baskets of dried petals and tiny jars of rose oil. After selling a particularly beautiful tapestry of Phoebe’s last summer, Eirene had bought two jars of the oil—one for Phoebe and one for her—and rationed it as if it were ambrosia, putting a single drop behind each of her ears in the morning. She’d heard no story of what had happened to the flower seller. One day, she had simply been gone, her stall deserted, her garden left to go wild.

Behind that was the goat shepherd’s stand. The goat pen stood empty, the stall before it equally barren. This late in spring, with summer a matter of days away, the kidding season was long finished and even the weakest of the newborns would have been put to pasture. This was the time when the shepherd usually sent his daughters to the market with the first of the year’s kids—sturdy, vocal things that would fetch a decent price and provide a great deal of amusement to the rest of the stallholders as they leaped easily from their pens and led muscular Chloe or sweet little Frona on a wild chase. But there were no braying little goats here and, even more conspicuously, no Chloe or Frona.

Eirene frowned at the abandoned stall as she began to unpack her herbs and spread them out upon the blanket. The word was that a pair of nobleman from the north of Kefalonia had become enamoured with the girls on a visit to the village—more likely, on their way to one of Leandros’ famed symposia since little else drew such attendants—and had spirited them away to become their brides. The shepherd would not have let his daughters go without a fight, if it had not been for both girls declaring themselves utterly and completely in love.

Few people dared to whisper what they all thought—that it was not love at all but Desire. Desire made and offered and sold for an extraordinary sum by Leandros.

Eirene scowled, her fist tightening round the bouquet of parsley she held. It was a welcome relief when a familiar cry split the air. “Rosemary!”

Eirene looked up, already grinning, the tension falling from her limbs like water off a duck’s sleek back. Damon was the physician’s boy, but he was also Eirene’s friend. Perhaps the only real friend she had in the village now, since the rest of them—not just Alexandra and Chloe and Frona and Clyte, but Alcestis and Elene and Ianthe, too—had suddenly been plucked up and carried away to marriages in the far-off corners of Zakynthos. Eirene had waited patiently, naively, for word of some kind, an invitation to visit or just the idle gossip from their new homes. Ianthe, the last to disappear, had been married a full season and Eirene was still waiting.

“Rosemary!” Damon declared again, startling her from her thoughts as he snatched up two of the bundles that Eirene had just laid down. Eirene realised she’d been grinding her teeth and forced herself to relax her jaw. She turned her attention to Damon. Strands of his shaggy dusty-brown hair fell into his eye, catching on the leather patch that covered the remnants of the other, the eye the fever had stolen from him. He pushed the loose curls back and grinned at her, folding his skinny torso in a mocking bow. “Eirene, my rosemary queen, you have saved me once again. We’re fresh out, and you know it’ll be my fault if it stays that way.”

Eirene laughed, sitting back on her haunches. “There’re three more bunches in there for you. Does your master need anything else?”

“Mint, peony root, parsley, fennel, sideritis,” Damon rattled off. His chiton hung ragged to his pale bony shins and Eirene frowned at it absently as she methodically retrieved the herbs he’d asked for. It said much of the physician that he kept his apprentice so poorly attired. Perhaps it lessened a little of her jealousy that Damon—her friend truly, but a boy without even a fraction of her skill—had been taken on while she had been turned away.

Her humiliation had been bitter. The physician always bought her herbs, had even taken her advice on the best way to brew them once or twice. But when she had finally mustered up the courage to admit to him what she wanted—to learn from him, to be a true physician herself—he had turned her away without a moment’s thought.

“And saffron if you have it,” added Damon hopefully.

Eirene blinked away the memory of the healer’s rejection and laughed, perhaps with more scorn than her friend deserved. Her hands were full with a neat package of peony root, wrapped in a square of sackcloth. “Saffron?” she scoffed. “And where would I find saffron on Zakynthos at this time of year? They’re an autumn flower. Be sensible, Damon.”

He shrugged, putting his hands out for the peony. “Rumour says there’s crocus patches growing on the cliffs. Special patches, it says.”

Eirene snorted and tossed him the package, then set to work retrieving the fennel and parsley. “Sounds to me like someone’s trying to thin out the competition by sending them on ridiculous expeditions. Those cliffs are treacherous.”

“I’m sure someone will try it.” Damon picked at the edges of the sackcloth. “Not everyone is afraid of heights.”

Eirene scowled. “Do you want to pay double for that?”

He ignored her irritation and leaned in closer. “The whispers came from Leandros’ man.”

Eirene stiffened. “What?”

“Right. Some fool will get it in his head that he can trade a crocus for one of Leandros’ Desires and then—”

“Leandros would hardly part with his Desires for so little.” Eirene could feel the flicker of her heartbeat drumming behind her eyes. She blinked hard and busied herself with bundling sideritis. “It would take a great fool to believe that there are saffron crocuses growing on Zakynthos, let alone to think that a hundred of them could pay for one drop of Desire.” She forced certainty into her voice and thrust the remaining herbs up at Damon. He balanced them atop the others with some difficulty. “Leandros is a liar and he is poisoning our home with his vile enchantments. Soon, everyone else will realise it, and then he’ll depart Zakynthos just as swiftly as he came. Good riddance.”

No matter that Leandros had been there nearly five years now, arriving in the desolation that had followed the fever and swiftly setting up his household to take advantage of whoever was left. Eirene clenched her fists. “How much is all this worth, then?” She changed the subject abruptly, waving her hands at the precarious piles of herbs in Damon’s arms. He was avoiding eye contact, though she couldn’t be sure whether that was because of her tirade or because of the question he must know she was about to ask. “Enough to pay for Phoebe’s medicine?”

Damon winced. “Eirene—”

She interrupted him quickly, before his expression could become too pitying. She had not expected a yes. “It’s fine. How much is left?”

Eirene had an unusual arrangement with the physician. He provided her with a particular tincture for Phoebe, one she had never quite managed to replicate. He claimed it had magic in it—some enchantment from his long-ago travels on the mainland—and Eirene staunchly disbelieved him. But the truth of the matter was that there was something about it she could never identify. And it helped Phoebe. When she had one of her worst days, shivering and nauseous and dizzy, a splash of the medicine steeped in hot water could soothe the very worst of it. She would still retch at the smell of most food, of course, and it did not eliminate the fever entirely, but it would bring it down enough that it would not be deadly. Sometimes that was all they could hope for. Eirene paid off her debt to the healer with a ready and regular supply of her herbs.

“The end of the month, he told me,” said Damon.

Eirene sighed. She just had to hope the warmer spring weather kept Phoebe strong. “It’ll have to do.”

“I thought you said she needs it less often now.”

“One good year guarantees nothing,” said Eirene stubbornly.

Damon shrugged. “I suppose not.” He scuffed his battered sandals against the dirt. Then his face brightened. “Still, don’t you want to know what I heard about Leandros from my master?”

“I don’t know …” Eirene wished she did not care. But she did. The more she knew about Leandros, the better she could protect Phoebe from him.

“It’s about his wife.”

That settled it. Eirene gritted her teeth. “What is it?”

Damon looked about quickly then, seemingly satisfied that no one was eavesdropping, knelt down with Eirene and leaned in surreptitiously.

Eirene leaned back from the branches of rosemary that were abruptly shoved into her face. “Damon!” she protested. “Careful.”

Damon ignored her, leaning in closer again. “When Leandros’ wife died, my master—”

“She what?” Without quite meaning to, Eirene shot to her feet, almost headbutting Damon in the process. Her vision blurred alarmingly and she swayed where she stood. Leandros’ wife had died. Alexandra had died. Alexandra, who had been two years her senior, bold and bossy, full of joy and wit and charm. Alexandra, whose cheeks had always been round and pink, whose skin was bright and suntanned, who the fever had barely even touched. Alexandra, who was so alive.

Until, without warning, without explanation, she wasn’t.

The final realisation hit Eirene like a rockfall. She clutched at Damon for stability, her mind racing with sudden clarity and understanding and cold, terrifying dread. There was a new danger now, and Alexandra’s death had just been the start of it.

If she was dead, then Leandros no longer had a wife. Which meant that Leandros did not want Phoebe as a lover to discard by the year’s end. He wanted to marry her.

“Eirene?” Damon’s strangled voice seemed to be coming from very far away. “Eirene.”

Eirene blinked, clearing some of the fog over her eyes. “Oh,” she said. She’d caught Damon by the front of his chiton and seemed to be doing her best to choke him. “Sorry,” she managed, and let go. She took a stumbling step backwards, tripping over the edge of her blanket. Damon lunged to steady her, succeeding only in yanking on her hair as she tumbled to the ground. She sat amongst her herbs, her scalp smarting, her tailbone stinging, her ears ringing with the words, when Leandros’ wife died, over and over and over.

“Eirene.” Damon knelt beside her. “Are you all right? I’m sorry, I didn’t realise you didn’t know. I’d forgotten you were friends, or I’d have never—”

“When did she die?” interrupted Eirene. She pushed her hair back from her face, suddenly hating the brush of her curls on her cheeks. Her grip, her control over the world around her was slipping faster than she knew how to handle.

“Five days ago,” said Damon. “In the evening, I think, but my master was called for first thing the next morning.”

Five days. So few. Leandros’ first gift for Phoebe had been sent just two days later.

Damon lowered his voice “And that’s not all.”

He leaned in. Eirene leaned back just a little; she couldn’t bear anyone being so close to her right now. She was sure she was on the verge of tears and Damon seemed oblivious. His cheeks were still flushed with the thrill of his secret. “Last night, I overheard my master talking with old Otus who digs the graves of patients who die and must have buried Alexandra, too, because they both were agreeing that it was no ordinary death. No natural death, I mean. They were saying that there was something terribly, awfully wrong with her.”

“Something wrong with her,” repeated Eirene in a whisper.

Damon nodded. “Something wrong with the body. As if she had been savaged by an animal, some kind of wild thing. A wolf maybe, or a bear, or a lion.” He leaned in again and this time Eirene did not move away. Damon spoke in the faintest of whispers: “My master said she had been—”

“Well, I am loathe to break apart this little romance,” interrupted a hard, irritable voice.

Eirene sprang back from Damon, knocking into a basket of parsley and sending the herb flying everywhere. She blinked up at the newcomer and recognised with an irrepressible shiver the mint-green edges of his chiton and the shining brass brooches pinning it at his shoulders. Peiros. Leandros’ manservant. The only member of the household that wasn’t brought in from the village each morning to be dismissed again each evening before the sun had even set. If Leandros had secrets, Peiros surely knew them all. Peiros would know exactly what Leandros intended with Phoebe.

Peiros cleared his throat. “And yet,” he continued with pointed disdain, “I must. I cannot wait around all day. A word of advice, herbalist—continue your courting after you’ve sold your wares.”

Damon spluttered. “Courting? I am not—”

“Damon,” said Eirene swiftly, before Damon could blurt out what they had actually been discussing, “your master will be expecting you.” She pressed a hand to her side and tried to force herself to breathe more evenly. She could handle Peiros. He was just a man.

Damon hadn’t moved. He glanced between Eirene and Peiros with wide eyes.

“Damon,” said Eirene again.

Damon took the hint. He shot a final appraising look at Peiros then scurried away, his arms laden with bundles of herbs and the package of peony root. For women’s pains, recalled Eirene bitterly as she watched him go. And for the treatment of convulsions. She did not begrudge her friend his post, not really, not always, but—gods—how she longed to join him.

“Herbalist?”

With great reluctance, Eirene returned her attention to the man towering above her. She clambered to her feet, brushing every speck of dirt and greenery from her chiton before condescending to meet his eyes. She curled her lip pointedly. “What can I do for you?”

He looked over her remaining wares, raising his brows as his gaze came to rest on the mess of spilled parsley. Eirene scowled. She was the best herbalist on the whole island and she knew it. Her selection was the greatest and her plants the finest. When she could, she hounded the foreign visitors to the village with requests for seeds and bulbs and cuttings, and paid them handsomely for their troubles if they ever returned with what she asked for. It was that which meant there was dried Laconian thyme laid out before her alongside Olympus yarrow and the delicate flowers of the Acropolis.

Some folks liked to tease that she was blessed by Demeter; even Phoebe would smile and say that nothing could do anything but thrive if Eirene set her hands on it. Still, as much as Eirene made her prayers and her offerings, she could claim no godly favour. Everything she had she had clawed from the earth with her own work-worn hands.

“Are you listening?”

Eirene blinked, yanked rudely from her thoughts. “What?” Normally, she tried to be polite to customers, but this man was Leandros’ so he deserved all her scorn. She didn’t want his coin. She wanted nothing to do with him or his master.

Peiros gave her an oily smile. “I was asking after your sister. Pretty Phoebe.”

Eirene stiffened. “What about her?”

Peiros toyed with one of his brooches. “How is her health?”

That wasn’t the question Eirene had expected. How does she feel about marrying a monster? would have been her first guess. But her health? What could that matter? “Fine,” she said tersely.

“But she doesn’t join you at the market?” Peiros was watching her closely with unsettling, interested eyes.

“She’s weaving,” snapped Eirene. It was a hard walk to the village and back, and Phoebe reserved all her energy for weaving now. Eirene wished they were not so poor, that Phoebe did not feel she had to work as she did just to keep them all fed.

“Shame. I should have liked to have seen her,” said Peiros idly. “But I suppose it can’t be helped. I’ll take everything you have here.”

Eirene blinked. “What?”

“I said that I’ll take it all.” He tapped his sandalled foot impatiently on the dusty earth as he spoke. “Everything you’re selling.”

“What?” She needed to stop saying what. He wanted to buy everything. Everything. Eirene shot to her feet. “I mean, are you sure? All of it?”

“Is that a problem?”

Damn her principles to Hades and back. She would not scorn Leandros’ custom if Leandros’ custom was this. This would be enough coin for a month. More than a month if she could keep it hidden from Stavros. Enough coin that Eirene might be able to convince Phoebe to spend a few days away from her loom. Maybe they could go to the sea or at least down to the river. When was the last time they had swam together? Eirene forced herself to offer Peiros her most beatific smile. “Not at all.” She quickly tidied the mint back into its basket and arranged the herbs and tinctures in front of him. “You can return the baskets to me tomorrow. The same spot.”

He sniffed dismissively. “I’ll buy the baskets, too.”

“Of course.” Eirene could scarcely draw breath. Oh, she’d charge him twice their value without blinking. “Do you need help carrying your purchases to your—” she cast her eyes around— “cart?”

“No cart. I can manage a handful of baskets, girl.”

“Well, then …” Eirene gave the purse tied to his belt a significant look.

Peiros was not looking at her; he was staring, frowning, at something behind her. “How much for that?” he said abruptly. “With all the rest?”

Eirene turned to follow the line of his gaze. Her heart gave a leap. Phoebe’s cloak, still rolled neatly in its basket. She’d not got round to unpacking it, to folding it in such a way that the careful details of the trim would catch the eye of any passer-by. Except this one. Not one of Leandros’ men.

Peiros was still waiting for a reply.

“It’s expensive,” she said at last.

“Name your price.”

The money wasn’t worth the risk. Eirene named a price so outrageous she wondered how she did not choke on the number. Twice its true worth if not more.

Peiros hardly blinked. “Done.” He opened his purse and began to count out the coins.

“Done?” echoed Eirene. “You—you’re buying it?”

He did not look up from his purse. “You are a very poor pedlar,” he said. “One would almost think you don’t want to see your wares sold.”

Eirene opened her mouth to retort. Then, as he withdrew his hand from the purse and her eyes caught the glimmer of silver, she shut it.

“Here.” Peiros thrust the coins at her and she had just enough time to cup her hands together before silver was spilling into them. She gazed at the money blankly. So much for a simple cloak. How could such a price ever be justified? Then slowly, stiffly, as if the movements were not her own, she turned and dropped the mess of silver into an empty rosemary basket.

When she turned back, Peiros was scooping up the baskets of herbs and roots. He jerked his head impatiently at her. “The weaving, too.” And somewhere in the back of her mind she registered that he did not even know what he had bought. It could have been a blanket or a saddlecloth. Cold bars of apprehension seemed to cage her chest. She had made a mistake. What could Leandros do with his Desires and Phoebe’s weaving? Could he enchant her away from her family? Force her to accept his relentless attentions? No, surely not. If Desire could work so distantly, then the whole village—the whole island—would be under Leandros’ thumb. And it wasn’t. Not quite yet. This must be another plot to woo Phoebe, a display of wealth akin to a bird’s bright plumage. But Phoebe would never know of it. Eirene snatched up the cloak and wordlessly added it to the pile in Peiros’ arms.

His answer was a short grunt. He turned smartly on his heels, the baskets teetering, and marched away.






THREE

PERILS ON WATER

Eirene

EIRENE STOOD THERE FOR SOME time, her mind blank with incredulity. What had just happened? Was it a dream? But, no, there were the coins, as plain as the nose on her face. She crossed her eyes. Yes, her nose was definitely still there.

As if in a daze, she gathered up the few empty baskets from Damon’s purchases. The money she stowed in the leather purse tied about her waist. She’d never seen it so full. That realisation ignited the first flicker of hope in her heart—with this money she could pay off her debt to the physician, no herbs required. Perhaps she could even beg another jar of tincture that would last them well into the winter. And dyes. She could not stop herself from smiling just a little. Dyes. Rich, rare pigments from the mainland so that Phoebe’s next work was not just skilfully rendered but woven in the brightest colours there were. Eirene could demand an even greater price for such a piece.

That was if Leandros did not claim Phoebe first. The thought was instantly sobering.

Eirene swayed where she stood, rocking between her toes and her heels, seized with the sudden urge to run. Back to the house, back to Phoebe, if only to be certain that her sister was still there.

Of course she’ll still be there. Eirene shook her head, as if that would clear it of the anxious fog that hung over her thoughts. It wasn’t as though Leandros would just snatch Phoebe from her home in the middle of the day. Eirene glanced up at the sky—at the weak sun struggling to break through the clouds directly above her. That decided it; it was barely midday and there was too much risk in returning now, with her purse full and Stavros certainly still at home. Besides, Damon hadn’t finished telling her about Alexandra—Peiros had cut him off—and Eirene wanted to know everything.

Phoebe was safe for now, and Eirene was going to do whatever she could to make sure she stayed that way.

The physician’s house was a squat mud-brick building on the west side of the village. By the time Eirene slipped back out through the open door the sun had reached its peak in the sky and begun to descend.

The purse at her waist was noticeably lighter and she held a round stoppered jar—Phoebe’s medicine, the old jar paid off in full. She’d bought dyes, too, rare ones that the physician had collected on his trips to the mainland—a purple she knew her sister would love, and the red she tore through like wildfire. Damon had been gone by the time she’d arrived—sent by his master on an errand to the north of the island—so she still did not know what he had been about to tell her, but the colours of the dye and the thought of Phoebe’s face when she saw them had been enough to ease the weight of dread on her heart. Eirene cradled the jar against her chest and made for home.

As she neared the eastern edge of the village, Eirene slowed. Ahead, loomed the walls of the brothel. A relatively recent addition to the landscape, the building was quiet and dark, but come early evening the windows would be bright with light and laughter. There were new girls every week now and they seemed to grow sweeter—and younger—each time. Leandros must be turning a pretty profit. Everyone knew it was his magic that kept them so lovely.

Eirene also knew from the smell of his clothes, discarded on the stairs for her and Phoebe to collect and wash, that Stavros spent many a night here; had he had the coin for it? She set her jaw and pulled the strings of her purse tighter. Stavros could pay his own debts today.

She marched past the brothel, turning the jar over and over in her hand and trying to convince herself that she’d done the right thing. She was a good sister. She had sold Phoebe’s cloak. She had bought Phoebe’s medicine. She had frightened off Peiros, so that Leandros would not steal Phoebe away. So why did she feel like she’d made a terrible mistake?

“This will last you another season. Don’t leave it so late next time. My master does not like to be hurried.”

Eirene stopped dead, her fingers stilling on the curve of the jar. She knew that voice. Peiros. Without quite realising she was doing it, she flattened herself against the brothel wall and held her breath, listening.

“I am sure that I paid quite enough for the inconvenience.” The answering voice was undoubtably one of a wealthy man. Plummy, coloured with the sharpness of entitlement. “I will not be hurried through such a delicate business.”

“You would do well to remember your place. My master—”

Eirene strained to hear more, but Peiros’ voice had fallen to little more than a whisper. Well, if she could not hear him, the least she could do was see him. She squared her shoulders and marched round the corner. Where she walked straight into someone—someone warm and smelling faintly of roses and small enough that their collision knocked her straight to the ground, the breath tumbling from her lips in a high bewildered gasp.

Unable to stop herself in time, Eirene tripped over her, and they were reduced to a tangle of limbs and bewilderment in the dirt. She cradled the jar against her chest as she fell, careful not to let it be damaged.

“Watch where you’re going, won’t you?” The voice came from someone standing nearby—pompous and irritated.

“Hard to see round corners,” said Eirene only a little sharply. “Why on earth were you standing there?” She sat back on her haunches and examined the girl she’d bowled over. Thin, dark hair, narrow brown arms. The girl was tiny and birdlike, even though she was a year Eirene’s senior—seventeen to Eirene’s sixteen.

“Ianthe!” Eirene was surprised by her own delight, by the flood of relief that went through her. She’d been so caught up in worrying about Phoebe, she’d quite forgotten that anyone else existed. But Ianthe was here; she was fine. “Sorry for smashing into you like that.” She offered Ianthe her hand. “I haven’t seen you for months! Where have you been?”

Ianthe took Eirene’s proffered hand and offered her a bright, stupid smile. Her eyes were utterly blank. “Hello.”

No. No, no, no. Understanding flooded Eirene in an instant. It was not like Ianthe to stare like that, as if there wasn’t a thought in her head. Ianthe’s father was a blacksmith, and she had kept a small stall for him at the market. It was impossible to cheat her; Eirene had always admired Ianthe’s quick wits and her sharp tongue. But Desire—for what else could it be?—had stolen them.

“I’ll ask that one such as yourself does not speak to my wife.” There was suddenly a hand tight about Eirene’s forearm. She lost her grip on Ianthe as she was hauled unceremoniously to her feet. She found herself staring into the watery blue eyes of a man.

She recoiled from him. His skin was a translucent greyish film stretched over the stark bones of his face. His lips were narrow and dry and twisted into a cruel smile. The expression exposed teeth that were a fetching shade of brown.

“Your wife.” Eirene repeated. This man was old enough to be Ianthe’s father. Her grandfather, even. She cast a slow appraising eye over him. He was richly attired; his chlamys an expensive yellow, his chiton finely woven and trimmed with a repeating pattern in the same hue as the cloak. It was pinned at his shoulders with matching gold brooches. And behind him, watching her with shrewd narrowed eyes, was Peiros. Eirene looked between them, fear blooming like a weed in her belly.

“Yes,” snapped the man. “My wife.” He had made no move to retrieve Ianthe from the dirt. She sat there, blinking doe-eyed into the distance, that radiant smile still plastered over her face. She did not seem to notice the dust on her cheeks nor the twig that had knotted itself in her hair.

“Ianthe?” said Eirene. Desperation made her voice break.

“I am very happy,” said Ianthe brightly. He eyes slid past Eirene and her expression became sultry. “I’m in love.”

“Didn’t I just tell you not to speak to her?” The man—Ianthe’s husband—puffed himself up. Perhaps he thought it made him impressive. He looked like a broody hen fluffing up her feathers so as to appear intimidating. Eirene noticed for the first time the squat plain jar clutched in one spidery hand. “Now, if you’ll kindly remove yourself from my path …” He turned towards Ianthe.

“What is that?” blurted Eirene. She felt sick to the depths of her stomach. Desire brandished openly. He was not even ashamed enough to conceal it.

“I beg your pardon?” His eyes flashed and his skeletal fingers twitched towards the flashy little blade strapped at his waist. What were the odds he didn’t know how to use it? Or, at least, that he wouldn’t dare to use it on her? It was a bet Stavros might take.

Eirene supposed she had more in common with her cousin than she thought. “Tell me what’s in that jar,” she demanded. “Tell me what you’ve done to my friend.”

Peiros let out an audible snort. “I’ll be going now,” he said, addressing Ianthe’s husband and totally ignoring both Eirene and Ianthe. “I’ll see you in the summer.” He turned on his heel and strode away, disappearing into the narrow backstreets without a backward glance.

The man barely seemed to notice Peiros’ departure; he waved him off without looking. His eyes, fixed on Eirene, had narrowed with astonishment at her impertinence. “Perhaps that sour face of yours is a blessing, girl,” he snarled. “You will never know the taste of Desire. Oh, you are lucky that Leandros is already set on a wife. How I’d long to see you brought to your knees before him—”

“So there is Desire in that jar, is there? Of course there is.” Eirene hurled the words at him as if they were stones. “How else could you convince Ianthe to marry such a dried-out old fish of a man? The Ianthe I knew would never—”

She had gone too far. But it was too late and an instant later she found herself flung against the rough walls of the brothel, her head colliding with the aged wood before she crumpled to the ground. He had slapped her across the face. A stinging backhand that left a smouldering patch of fire behind it. Stunned, she dropped Phoebe’s medicine into the basket with the dyes. She put her hand to her flaming cheek. Tears—of pain, of a fury that encompassed her until she was shivering with it—welled in her eyes.

Her tongue had become a dead, leaden thing. She could not stand, let alone manage a single word as Ianthe’s husband dragged his silent wife to her feet and marched her away. Eirene watched them go, tears stinging her eyes. There had been nothing left of her friend in that doe-eyed obedient girl. The Ianthe that Eirene had known was gone.






FOUR

BORN AND BROUGHT FORTH

Eirene

EIRENE RETURNED TO A QUIET house, the door propped open with a sandal—one of Phoebe’s—to let the cool air in. The downstairs room was empty, the hearth burning low and the air sweet with the scent of drying herbs. It was a comfort, but Eirene could not escape the memory of Ianthe’s blank face, nor of Peiros slinking away into the shadows.

Eirene kicked off her sandals. Clutching her basket to her chest, she began to creep up the stairs. Her feet were light and practised; she could have been a spirit moving soundlessly across the earth. That was until the side of her foot collided with something round and solid that went skittering loudly down the stairs, shattering the silence. The stopper for one of Stavros’ wine jars. Eirene swore under her breath, frozen in place as it clattered on to the floor downstairs.

If she was lucky, Stavros would be sleeping again, or at least would have no interest in emerging from his room to investigate his cousin’s comings and goings.

She was not lucky.

Stavros’ door banged open and her cousin stumbled on to the narrow landing. His eyes, bloodshot and unfocused, slid over Eirene and back again before settling on her face. His features twisted in a sudden, fierce anger. “And where have you been?”

Eirene lifted the basket up in a hopeless sort of shrug. “I was at the market, Stavros. I go there almost every day. I—”

“Don’t patronise me!” He stumbled down the stairs towards her. Was he still drunk? The sour smell of wine reached her and her belly writhed with revulsion. There had been a time, the merest of memories now, when Stavros had been kind and mild-mannered. That Stavros would never have spoken to her like this. But that was before the symposia and the brothel and the drinking and the debt.

“Where is it, then?” snapped Stavros. He had reached the step above her; there was an arm’s breadth of space left between them.

Eirene blinked upwards. Stavros was not a tall man, but he towered over her like this. “Where …” She cleared her throat. “Where’s what?”

Stavros’ face twitched and Eirene fought back the urge to cower beneath his furious gaze. “The money,” he snarled. “You’ve been at the market all morning, no? What do you have to show for it?”

“I—” Eirene couldn’t help it. She glanced at the basket nestled in the crook of her left arm. The little jars of dye and the medicine for Phoebe were clearly visible. And her purse was almost empty because of it.

When she looked back at Stavros, his eyes were fixed on the dyes. “Eirene,” he said quietly, “I consider myself a reasonable man. Don’t you think so?”

“Yes,” said Eirene. Her hands were trembling. Slowly, slowly, she moved one foot backwards, feeling for the step beneath her. She could run. If the wide black expanse of his pupils was anything to go by, the previous night’s drinking still held Stavros firmly in its clutches. He might not catch her—

Behind Stavros, the door of Eirene and Phoebe’s room opened a crack. Eirene glimpsed a pale strip of her sister’s chiton, a flash of dark eyes and hair. Slowly, Eirene returned her foot to the step. She would be brave now, for Phoebe. If she couldn’t stand her ground against Stavros, she’d have no chance against Leandros if he came for her sister.

“Explain this to me, then. What’s in the jars?”

She could have lied. But Stavros’ mother had been a weaver, too—the finest in the whole of the Ionian Islands, if Phoebe was to be believed. Stavros knew what dyes looked like.

“Dyes,” she said hesitantly. “For Phoebe’s weaving. The brightly coloured pieces sell for much more, so I thought—”

“You thought?” interrupted Stavros. “Eirene, you can think when it’s your money that you’re spending.”

But it is! What have you ever done to earn a single coin? Eirene swallowed down the furious words. Her priority now was Phoebe, half hidden behind the door, listening. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can try to take them back. Or sell them on. And—” desperately grateful that she had not stopped into the brothel to pay off Stavros’ debt there, she dug in her purse and pulled out the few remaining coins— “there’s still this!”

Stavros put his hand out wordlessly and she pushed the coins into his palm. He pulled open his own purse and dropped the handful of bronze inside. Eirene fought to keep her expression neutral as he yanked the ties closed again. Those were her earnings, Phoebe’s earnings. He had no right to them. She clenched her fists and stayed quiet.

After a lengthy, agonising silence, Stavros spoke. “I trust this will not happen again?”

Eirene shook her head. “It won’t.”

“Good.” He moved without warning, shouldering past Eirene and stumbling down the final few stairs. Eirene leaned against the wall. Her shoulders were trembling—with fear or fury, she was not certain. She did not move until Stavros had disappeared from view, until she heard the slap of his footsteps on the hard ground outside and knew that he was heading for the village with a purse full of Eirene’s coin. How little of it would be left when he returned? Eirene knew the answer to that question. She scowled.

“You shouldn’t have done that.” Phoebe pushed the door fully open and stood in the frame, her arms crossed, her spindle tucked beneath them.

Eirene sighed. “Done what?”

“The dyes.” Phoebe nodded at the basket. “I don’t need bright dyes. I just—”

“I meant what I said,” Eirene interrupted. “The colourful pieces do sell for more. I’m investing.” She stamped up the remaining stairs and skirted past Phoebe into their room. “Besides, Stavros can’t spend dyes.”

Phoebe made a noise in her throat, half irritated huff, half sigh of resignation. “Must you aggravate him? He is not all bad, and—”

Eirene was not really listening. There was something off in the room, something sweet and burnt and faintly rotten hanging in the air. She sniffed. “Do you smell that? What is it?”

Phoebe broke off from her defence of Stavros with a splutter, swiftly moving to stand in between Eirene and the window and the little brass brazier that stood beside it. The stick she used to walk when she was unwell leaned against the wall. “Nothing,” she said, her cheeks darkening with the lie. A soft plume of smoke was rising from the brazier.

“You’re a terrible liar.” Eirene turned to deposit the basket of dyes by the loom. In between burning whatever was still smouldering by the window, Phoebe had clearly been busy; something was hung out on the loom, threads pulled tight with the weights Phoebe had inherited from their aunt, bright colours woven in between them.

Eirene reached out for the loom and ran her fingers absently over the wooden frame. Then she turned back to Phoebe, narrowing her eyes as her sister shifted awkwardly where she stood, her stance wide, the spindle now clutched in one hand like a weapon. “What did you do?”

“I—” Phoebe faltered. It was clear that she was debating whether or not to lie again. Then she wilted and stepped aside. “It was the plum,” she said miserably. “I thought it’d be a nice gift, you know, since I like to offer something to Athena before I start weaving, and the plum looked so golden and tasted so wonderful that I—”

Eirene frowned.
OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Title Page



		Copyright



		Note to Readers



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Contents



		Prologue



		One: No Earthly Creature



		Two: The First Arrow



		Three: Perils on Water



		Four: Born and Brought Forth



		Five: False and Disobedient Beauty



		Six: Serpent Dire and Fierce



		Seven: Pillars of Gold



		Eight: The Divine Appointment



		Nine: Quick Sons of the Ground



		Ten: Garlands of Roses



		Eleven: The Night and Darkness



		Twelve: False and Forged Tears



		Thirteen: Most Miserable Fortune



		Fourteen: The Night in Weeping



		Fifteen: Above in Starry Skies



		Sixteen: Softly in the Valley



		Seventeen: Cruel and Contrary Fortune



		Eighteen: The Birds and the Wild Beasts



		Nineteen: This Place of Pleasures



		Twenty: Down in the Nights



		Twenty-One: The Earth and Not the Sea



		Twenty-Two: The God of All Fire



		Twenty-Three: The Floods of Styx



		Twenty-Four: In Spirit and Sense



		Twenty-Five: The Sorrowful Wound



		Twenty-Six: A Bold Heart



		Twenty-Seven: A Sorrow to Comfort



		Twenty-Eight: Beast of All Beasts



		Twenty-Nine: Sweet and Fragrant Flowers



		Thirty: No Fruit of Honour



		Thirty-One: The Divine Beauty



		Thirty-Two: The End of All Fortune



		Thirty-Three: Sirens to the Mountain



		Thirty-Four: Of Like Wretchedness



		Thirty-Five: Profaned and Made Vile



		Thirty-Six: The Sweet Sleep



		Thirty-Seven: Mother of All Things



		Thirty-Eight: Most Dreadful and Furious



		Thirty-Nine: Voyage Toward the Sea



		Forty: By A New Concourse



		Forty-One: The Water of the River



		Forty-Two: With Sweet Harmony



		Forty-Three: Clad in the Morning



		Forty-Four: Those Pestilent and Wicked



		Forty-Five: Fire and Arrows



		Forty-Six: The Froth of the Waves



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author



		About the Publisher











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Prologue













		iii



		iv



		v



		viii



		vi



		vii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/title.jpg
OF // |
MLD %
" THINGS





OEBPS/images/a1.jpg
)~

4

ph





OEBPS/images/a2.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780008518127_Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
E)ELECTRIC
MONKEY





