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Chapter 1

The fire had long since died out and the moon already hung high in the sky when Kyra woke. One second she was dreaming about battling vengeful spirits and the next, she stared up at the starry sky. Everything seemed peaceful but Kyra’s instincts, which served her well for five hundred years, told her that something was wrong so she remained still and paid attention to the sounds of the night. A frog croaked his song in the pond to the south and an owl let out a gentle hoot to the east. Then finally, Kyra heard the sound she had been looking for; she heard the scrape of a hoof against rock.

In one smooth motion, Kyra flipped to her feet and pulled Zastitnik out of its scabbard. She turned to face the mouth of the cave just as the Minotaur stepped out into the moonlight. Kyra had seen many different fey in her time but the Minotaur was one of a kind. He had the torso and arms of a man but the lower portion of his body resembled a bull’s. His splayed hooves were balanced on the ground and his tail swished angrily behind him.

Most startling of all was the bull’s head stuck on the Minotaur’s all too human neck. His sharp horns glittered in the silver light of the moon and his eyes burned with a malevolent fire. Kyra looked the Minotaur up and down, taking in his bulging muscles and the heavy mace he clutched in his right hand. All in all, Kyra wasn’t too impressed. The Minotaur might be unique but he certainly didn’t look as fierce as the stories had made him out to be.

Kyra averted her eyes briefly to glance down at the red-haired girl sleeping at her feet. “Alysa, wake up!”

Alysa sighed and lifted her head to examine the Minotaur standing before them. “I knew it couldn’t be a good idea to camp in front of the entrance to the labyrinth but no, you just had to laugh in the face of danger.”

“Is this really the time?” Kyra asked.

“How else am I supposed to get through your thick skull?” Alysa countered as she climbed to her feet. After glancing around to make sure no one else was around, she activated her Gift. Instantly, the dirks she always kept in her baldric flew out of their sheaths to float in the air around her.

The Minotaur, who no doubt thought they were the sacrifices sent up by the subdued villagers, chose this moment to charge. He lowered his head and pointed his horns at them, probably hoping to skewer both in one shot. Just as he was about to reach them, Alysa jumped to the left and Kyra stepped to the right. The Minotaur plowed past and almost ran into a tree.

Kyra’s mouth twitched and when the Minotaur turned around, she beckoned him forward with a finger. Alysa rolled her eyes and took a step back to give her some room. The Minotaur went into a rage and charged again. This time, he raised his mace and swung at her head. Kyra blocked the blow easily and knocked the weapon right out of his hand.

She caught the mace as it came back down and twirled both weapons as she danced in front of the Minotaur. He took swipes at her with his sharpened nails but Kyra moved too fast for him. She dodged around him and whacked him on the shoulder with the flat of her blade. The Minotaur spun around and lunged toward Kyra again, having learned nothing from their previous exchange.

Kyra met him halfway with his own mace and the Minotaur backed away, clutching his abdomen and howling in pain. He dropped to one knee and the look he shot Kyra should have burned holes right through her. He struggled painfully to his feet and grasped the emerald amulet hanging around his neck.

The Minotaur started to chant and Alysa sidled over to Kyra. “Don’t you think you should do something about that?”

“I want to see what happens first,” Kyra whispered back.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Alysa said.

“Maybe the amulet will give him extra powers. Then this will be a fairer fight,” Kyra said.

Alysa sighed and shook her head. “You know, sometimes, I think you only use this protecting humanity thing as an excuse to get into fights. Being an Immortal is hard enough without going to find trouble. You’re insane.”

“What does that make you?” Kyra inquired.

“I must be too. I am in Achaea, after all. It’s the only place where the fey still roam and the gods still have so much power. Most Immortals avoid the whole peninsula like the plague and here I am, fighting a Minotaur.”

“Minor correction,” Kyra said, “I’m fighting a Minotaur. You’re just watching.” Suddenly, the Minotaur finished his spell and a red blanket of light spread from the amulet to coat his entire body. He let go of the amulet and stalked toward Kyra, who tilted her head to examine him more closely. “I wonder what that does?”

Kyra dashed forward and tried to whack the Minotaur in the abdomen with his own mace again. Just before she made contact, the layer of light surrounding the Minotaur flared up and blasted the weapon right out of Kyra’s hand. She blinked in surprise and almost forgot to duck when he took a swipe at her.

Meanwhile, the mace flew towards Alysa, who waved a hand to stop it right in its tracks. As Kyra repeatedly dodged the Minotaur’s attacks, Alysa used her power to weave the mace back and forth in front of his hooves, trying to trip him up.

Kyra leaped back when the Minotaur lashed out at her with his horns. She grabbed the proffered horns and used them to flip over the Minotaur’s back. Alysa twitched her fingers and the mace dropped into Kyra’s hand. Kyra bent down and hooked the mace between the Minotaur’s feet. She gave it a wrench and he crashed to the ground. She backed away to stand next to Alysa as the Minotaur started to climb to its feet. “What did Pythia say to do again?”

“We’re not supposed to call her that, remember?” Alysa asked.

“All right. What did the Oracle tell us to do?” Kyra wanted to know.

“We have to destroy the amulet,” Alysa replied.

“It’s made of gold,” Kyra said. “You can get it.”

“Do I have to do everything around here?” Alysa asked.

As the Minotaur straightened and turned to face them again, Alysa stretched out a hand and muttered two words. Then she jerked her arm down and the gold amulet around the Minotaur’s neck snapped off. It flew into Kyra’s hand and she dropped it onto the ground. She stepped up to it and flipped her sword around to hold it above the amulet. Ignoring the Minotaur’s wordless roar of anger, she plunged her sword down.

The emerald shattered and the light that burned within it flickered and faded. Kyra looked up and saw a transformation coming over the Minotaur as well. The red light that protected the creature started to melt away. Then suddenly, the light blazed strong again and became so bright that it blinded both Kyra and Alysa. They covered their eyes and took a few hasty steps backward.

Unfortunately, they weren’t fast enough and the energy released when the Minotaur lost his physical shape blew the two of them back. When the light finally vanished, Kyra picked herself up off the ground and dusted herself off. Not far in front of her floated a tiny pinprick of light. As she watched, it floated off into the distance and disappeared. “Who would think that a Minotaur’s true form was light? I guess you really do learn something new every day huh?” Kyra asked as she brushed a strand of dark brown hair out of the way.

Alysa, who still lay on the ground, groaned and let her head fall back to rest on the grass. “I ache all over. But I suppose I deserve it. I’m just a smith. What business have I doing missions for the Oracle and traveling around with the Immortal Warrior?”

“I prefer to think of it as doing a favor for an old friend. She was adamant that we come to Messena to deal with the Minotaur first and then go straight to Athens. I wonder why Pythia couldn’t tell us the reason?”

The smith sat up and gave Kyra a look. “Why am I the one who has to remind you to keep her identity a secret?”

Kyra sat down next to Alysa and grinned. “Who would believe me if I said that the famed Oracle is really just an Immortal with the Gift of prophesy?”

“Mortals would think that you’ve lost your sanity but the gods might care.” When Alysa caught the skeptical look that Kyra shot her, she chuckled. “I guess you’re right. Most of them are too busy holding on to what power they still have in this country that they don’t have time for much else. Still, other Immortals might recognize the truth of it.”

“What exactly would they do about it? That compound is more heavily guarded than any royal complex. Besides, I think she’s got a pretty good system set up. She pretends a new young girl is picked to be the Oracle every few years.”

“The smoke hides her identity too,” Alysa agreed. Then she shuddered. “I’d never do something like that. Imagine being in that pit all day with nothing to do but inform greedy kings they shouldn’t take over the neighboring town. I don’t know how she stands it.”

Kyra shrugged. “She says it’s the price she pays for such a powerful Gift. In a way, we both do our bit to protect humankind. She works from the background. I have a more hands-on approach to problems. I still don’t have any of my Gifts yet though. I must be just about the only five hundred year old Immortal around in that condition.”

“I’ll never understand what’s so upsetting about that. An Immortal’s Gift doesn’t show up until it’s most needed. Your fighting skills have been enough to keep you alive so far.”

“It just doesn’t make any sense. I have the life energies of so many Immortals and gods inside of me. Surely, one of the Gifts should have surfaced by now.”

“You’d better hope one of them isn’t prophesy, otherwise you’ll end up in a smoking hole just like the Oracle,” Alysa told her.

“Something tells me that the Gift of prophesy isn’t exactly commonplace. In fact, Pythia is one of the only Immortals I know who has that Gift.”

Alysa raised an eyebrow and was about to tell her off again but then finally sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Pythia will be fine. She’s got herself set up as the spokesperson for Apollo. No one wants to get the sun god angry. He might take away the light or something equally as horrifying. I don’t know how the Achaeans manage to swallow this stuff. I can’t believe they still worship the gods. A good idea on Pythia’s part to take advantage of it though.”

“Artemis’ idea actually,” Kyra informed Alysa. “She and Pythia are good friends.”

“Artemis, which one is that again?”

“She’s worshipped as the goddess of the moon and the hunt but nowadays she just travels around, causing trouble. She’s Apollo’s twin.”

“I should probably have known that, huh?”

“Yeah,” Kyra replied.

Alysa groaned again. “Tell me again why I promised Pythia to do this?”

“Because she said this trip is going to affect the future of what remains of the pantheon of the gods.”

“Sometimes, I wonder if I should care at all.” Alysa’s blue eyes bored into Kyra’s sparkling green ones. “Why do you?”

“Because people are basically good and I’m determined to do what I can to make sure that it stays that way.”

“Are you sure? You’ve seen as much of humanity’s evil as I have.”

“I’m sure,” Kyra answered without hesitation.

“The thing is that I’m not sure humans are worth saving at all. First, we drove the fey into hiding in their own world. We insist on killing each other over every small dispute. Then there’s how the gods manipulate mortals and how Immortals take advantage of the weak. You see how blind mortals can be, how close-minded they choose to be. You do so much for all of humankind and they repay you with fear and distrust. How can you be sure?”

“I’m sure because I know I’m not unique. Before I avenged my parents’ murder I was average and becoming Immortal didn’t change that. I risk my life to protect humankind and I know that most other people would do the same if they had the chance.”

“I don’t know if I believe that.”

“Then I guess I’ll just have to believe it for the both of us, my cynical friend.” Kyra laid back down to look at the stars. “Tomorrow, we set off for Athens.”

“You make it sound so simple, as if we aren’t going to meet murderous fey and angry gods at every turn.”

“Maybe we won’t.”

“That’ll be the day. You’re a magnet for trouble.”

“At least I don’t have to expend too much energy to go out and look for it.”





Chapter 2

The next day, many miles to the north, in the city of Delphi, a large man with blond hair strode through the dusty streets. He picked his way carefully around the crowds, careful not to bump into any of the revelers who gathered to see the new Oracle. Of course, they wouldn’t actually see her since the Oracle always wore a veil but they could at least claim to have seen her palanquin.

The people in the crowd jostled each other to get into a better position and there were several scuffles. All arguments died down though when the parade of soldiers approached. As the highly decorated litter passed by, everyone in the streets bowed their heads in respect. Everyone that is, except for the blond-haired man. He’d worked himself to the other side of the road and leaned against the wall of the building, hooking his right thumb underneath his broad girdle.

He seemed the picture of inattention but was actually very alert. Heracles knew well that thieves and pick-pockets loved to take advantage of events like these. He himself didn’t have much to steal but several of the nobles in the mob had their money-bags emptied by a team of young pick-pockets.

Heracles thought about stepping in to put a stop to it but finally decided against it. Doubtless, the kids needed the coin much more than those foolish nobles did. It would serve them right for being so careless. He put it from his mind and turned his attention back to the palanquin turning the corner into the next street. As the people flowed after the train of guards, Heracles shook his head in amazement.

He had to hand it to Pythia; she thought of everything. The veils, smoke and frequent cycling of Oracles prevented people from asking too many questions. Her complex also served as a sanctuary for any girls who sought protection so everyone assumed that the new Oracles were just picked from amongst them.

Not for the first time that day, Heracles wondered why Pythia had called him here. He traveled far and wide but always stopped in to visit her whenever he was in the area. In fact, he’d been in Delphi only two months earlier. Then, a couple of days ago, a messenger had approached him and said that the Oracle wanted him to come back to Delphi.

Heracles had even been a little surprised that Pythia knew where to find him until he remembered the obvious. She was a prophet after all. He’d been in the middle of a quest to subdue a monster terrorizing a coastal village but dropped it to come here. Heracles came back to the present as the shouts of the revelers faded into the distance and he scanned the road for stragglers.

When Heracles made sure that no one else was on the road, he ducked into a back street. He leaped over a low wall and made his way through the maze of ruins in the city’s center. They were hidden from visitors by a ring of buildings that didn’t have windows facing them but most of the locals knew of at least one of the entrances into the ruins. Apparently, it was a very peaceful place, good for meditating—not that Heracles cared about that.

He did care about a hidden door in one of the collapsed structures leading right into the Oracle’s complex. Heracles used this route every time he came to visit Pythia. He ducked under a crumbling marble arch and walked over to the only corner of the building still standing.

Heracles stood right underneath the maw of a carved dragon and reached up to turn its last bottom tooth. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the floor opened up underneath Heracles and he fell through the trapdoor. He landed in the pile of hay and brushed the dried grass off of himself.

The trapdoor clicked shut above Heracles, plunging the underground corridor into darkness. He smiled as he remembered how much this unsettled him the first time. Now, Heracles was so used to it that he began to walk forward even though his eyes had not yet adjusted to the dim light that came from a single torch in the distance.

As he walked, Heracles ran one hand along the smooth marble to his right. Before long, he arrived at the large ironbound door at the end of the tunnel. The torch that lit his way so far hung in a cradle to the right of the door and Heracles lifted it out. Pythia would want it back.

Heracles took a minute to admire the door first. Once, he’d expressed his concern that this corridor connected Pythia’s rooms directly to the ruins and that anyone could stumble upon it. Pythia only smiled and asked Heracles to try to tear the door down. Heracles had been speechless when he discovered he couldn’t rip the door off its hinges. With his Gift of super-strength, he could knock down city gates and tear iron portcullises in half but he couldn’t force this door open. And if Heracles couldn’t break down the door, no one else could either unless they ushered a herd of elephants into the corridor.

After Heracles shook himself out of his daydreams, he grasped the metal knocker and rapped a quick series of knocks. Seconds later, the door opened and a short dark-haired girl who looked about sixteen appeared. Pythia smiled up at Heracles and waved him inside. She directed him to a stone table and sat down across from him. “Want some olives? They shipped these all the way from Athens.”

Heracles folded his arms and raised an eyebrow. “I know you didn’t yank me back here just so you could share your olives, magnificent though they may be. You saw something, didn’t you? It can’t be good. No one ever sends messengers to bear good news. Or at least, you don’t.”

Pythia grimaced and sat back in her chair. “You’re right, it’s not good. I can’t say for sure what’s supposed to happen. You know how visions are. Well, I guess you don’t really. Take my word for it though; they require a lot of deciphering.”

“You’re delaying. You only do that when it’s really bad. The last time you were this hesitant was when…” Heracles paused as realization dawned. “Not again. Don’t they have anything better to do with their time?”

“Don’t panic yet. As I said, I’m not completely sure. For all I know, the pantheon might very well not be trying to take over the world again.”

“But you’re pretty sure. That’s why you sent for me.”

Pythia nodded unhappily. “I see there could be a long war ahead. I don’t know how it will come about but the gods will be behind it. If their plan is allowed to succeed, the consequences will be dire.”

“You want me to stop a war from occurring?” Heracles asked. When Pythia nodded again, he sighed. “How am I supposed to do that? I’m well respected and all but are armies really going to stop and go home just because I say so?”

“You’ll have some help,” Pythia replied. “Kyra is back in Achaea.”

“That’s good at least. She helped us stop the gods last time they tried to take over.”

“There’s another girl traveling with her, Alysa Stronghammer,” Pythia added.

“The master smith? I’ve heard a lot of stories about her abilities.”

“And they’re well deserved too,” Pythia told him. She reached over to a nightstand and picked up an ornate dagger with a beautiful blue blade. “Look.” Heracles took it from her almost reverently. He turned it back and forth in the light and whistled in admiration. Pythia winced at the sound and glared at him. “You should be glad that this room is virtually soundproof.”

“Sorry,” Heracles whispered. Then he continued to stroke the dagger as if it were a living creature. “This is unbelievable. She gave this to you, just like that?”

“Actually, she made it, just like that. In about five minutes.” Pythia sat back to enjoy the shocked expression on Heracles’ face.

“So it’s true. She really does have a metal-working Gift. Incredible.” Heracles set the dagger down gently on the table and sighed. “Still, how are we going to stop a war? Kyra and I are warriors, not peacemakers. As for defeating the gods, I doubt they’re going to fall for that footrace ruse again. Last time, Merlin was with us, and Pete and Atalanta too. That’s not to mention Athena, Artemis, and Apollo all working in the background.”

“You forgot about me.”

“I meant to get to you,” Heracles responded with a sheepish chuckle.

“Of course you did.” Pythia rolled her eyes but then frowned. “Regardless, we need to do something about this.”

“Tell me where to go. That way, I can finish this mission and go back to the last one you saddled me with. That monster terrorizing the coastlines or whatever.”

“I don’t think you have to worry about that one anymore,” Pythia said with a grin.

Heracles looked at her quizzically. “What do you mean?”

“Come with me,” Pythia told him. She stood up and walked over to the other end of the room where a basin full of water sat on a stand. Pythia pulled Heracles over and waved a hand over the surface of the water. Ripples spread throughout and a picture started to form.

“Since when can you do that?” Hercules asked.

“It’s another aspect of my Gift,” Pythia answered. “I can make windows through space. What? I don’t use it to spy on people…much. Stop glaring at me and look at the water.” Heracles turned back to the water and gasped.

* * * *

When the sun finally rose, Alysa and Kyra set off down the small track through the forest. Small animals rustled in the undergrowth as a chilly breeze stirred the green leaves waving above them. Birds chirped softly as if afraid to break the peaceful silence and Kyra trod lightly so her footsteps made almost no sound.

Alysa, on the other hand, had absolutely no problem disturbing the peace. Her boots ground the pebbles underfoot into each other. She rubbed her eyes and swept her copper hair out of the way before yawning so loudly a couple of birds scattered.

Kyra chuckled until Alysa glared at her. “What? You’re stomping and it’s amusing.”

“It’ll be less amusing if I’m stomping on your foot,” Alysa remarked irritably.

“I think this is the first time I’ve seen you so annoyed.”

“Getting attacked by a Minotaur will do that to you. As will being in the only country still ruled by gods. Gods who, in case you forgot, hate people like us.”

“You’re too high-strung. You see danger everywhere.”

“Maybe because it’s there. Especially since I’m with you. You embarrassed the entire Achaean pantheon. That’s not usually a good idea if you value your life. I’m mentally preparing myself to be shot full of poisoned arrows or blasted where I stand.”

“Mental preparation never works. You’re still surprised when it happens.”

“I feel so much safer.”

“I didn’t even know you could be sarcastic,” Kyra said.

“I didn’t either,” Alysa remarked. “It probably means I’ve spent too much time with you.”

“I do believe you’re developing a sense of humor. I told you exploring the world would be good for you.” Kyra grinned as she peered down the road. “Look, the ocean.” She dashed forward, leaving Alysa far behind. Kyra ran so fast that she was a blur. Within seconds, she stood on the beach with the waves lapping at her feet. The wind blew the salty spray towards her but Kyra didn’t really mind. The sun had just come over the horizon and painted the normally blue water with flames.

Kyra sat down, watching as the sea threw itself onto the sand and then withdrew again. Finally, Alysa arrived, huffing with the effort of running the whole way. “Have I mentioned how much I hate that ability of yours?” she asked.

“Only about a dozen times,” Kyra responded. “At least you’re getting exercise.”

Alysa sat down next to Kyra. “Are you suggesting I don’t normally get enough?”

“Maybe.”

“I’ll have you know—” Alysa never got to finish that thought because a huge wave knocked them both backwards. The smith shook the water out of her hair and stared up at the enormous sea creature whose arrival had caused the wall of water.

Nine heads filled with rows upon rows of sharp teeth hung in the air above them. Alysa was so shocked that she didn’t even notice the water and more besides still dripping on them. Eighteen blue-eyes bored into the two of them and nine necks craned toward them.





Chapter 3

Back at Delphi, Heracles gasped in recognition. “That’s impossible. I killed that thing.”

“Apparently not,” Pythia commented dryly, ignoring the glare Heracles shot at her. “Pay attention.”

* * * *

For a moment, neither the sea monster nor the two Immortals moved. Kyra acted first. She leaped to her feet and pulled Alysa out of the way just as one of the sea monster’s nine heads crashed into the sand. That set off a frenzy of movement as all the other heads plunged down at them, their mouths opened wide and their teeth slick with slime.

Kyra cursed and gripped Alysa’s shoulder tightly as she darted between the mess of teeth. With Alysa in tow, Kyra dived toward the sand dunes but found her way blocked by one of the heads. She drew back her fist and punched the monster so hard her arm rang all the way up to her shoulder. Kyra winced but the pain was worth it because the way cleared. They ran to the top of a sand dune and turned around to face the ocean once more. Kyra shook out her hand and then reached down to grab her sword.

“Are you crazy?” Alysa asked. “Let’s get the heck out of here before that thing comes after us.”

“We have to get rid of it first. We’re safe for the moment. It takes the Hydra a while to get ready to walk on dry land. I don’t understand, I thought Heracles killed it off already. I don’t think it’s a different one since it looks exactly the same as the last. I would know, I was examining it the whole time Heracles turned it into mincemeat.”

“That’s the Hydra?” Alysa turned to examine the huge creature more closely. The Hydra was truly a magnificent beast—in a magnificently grotesque way, that is. Thick scales the same color as the water lapping against it covered its whole body. Its nine heads wove around like a barrel of snakes and each could have been mistaken for a sea serpent. Its necks were as thick as tree trunks and the scaly heads were reinforced with ridges and plates of thickened hide.

Alysa had once seen the fossilized remains of a huge creature that lived long ago, before even the fey. This Hydra looked much the same as what Alysa imagined that creature would have looked like. “How did Heracles manage to kill it?”

“It appears he didn’t succeed. I can’t believe it’s still alive and kicking. Heracles chopped it up into itty bitty pieces and we buried its one immortal head deep in the ground. Heracles didn’t do any of the digging by the way.”

As the two of them talked, the Hydra had been busy making its transformation from sea to land creature. When it discovered both Kyra and Alysa escaped far out of range of its flailing heads, the Hydra pulled back. Two clawed feet emerged from the water and dug grave-length trenches in the sand. Slowly, bit by bit, the Hydra pulled itself up to lie on the sand. When its long tail cleared the water, it began to shimmer.

The light ran along its whole body and the Hydra started to morph. Two stumpy feet appeared near the base of its tail and the Hydra stood up. It started to make its way toward the two Immortals and its passage ripped the beach to pieces.

“Never a dull moment,” Alysa grumbled.

“Just the way I like it,” Kyra said with a gleam in her eyes.

“Now I think I understand why so many people believe you’re crazy.”

“I just have to figure out which head is the immortal one,” Kyra remarked, tilting her head back and forth and pulling her sword out. “I seem to remember it being the one on the far right.” She ran forward and didn’t even pause when one of the Hydra’s heads shot out at her. Kyra only continued to run. At the last minute, she leaped up and landed right on top of the head.

In its shock, the Hydra forgot to thrash and Kyra used the respite to slide down the long neck. She hopped over to the base of the neck farthest to the right and slashed down with her sword. Her blade cut cleanly through the neck and the Hydra’s head flopped to the ground. There was no blood but a blossom of light did pour from the wound. Within seconds, the severed head had been reconnected to the body and nine angry heads zeroed in on Kyra. “Oops. Maybe far left?”

“Get off of it!” Alysa shouted from the sand dune.

Kyra waved for Alysa to be silent but it was already too late. The Hydra’s attention switched to Alysa and all nine of its heads swung in her direction. It growled menacingly and moved with incredible speed towards the sand dune. Kyra hadn’t expected the sudden movement and rolled off the Hydra’s back. She twisted in midair and managed to land on her feet.

As soon as she regained her balance, Kyra went after the Hydra. Her feet flew over the sand, barely leaving a trace of her passage. Meanwhile, Alysa spun her wrists and reached into her core for her powers. The dozen dirks that hung in her baldric lifted out of their sheaths and hovered in the air before her. She closed her eyes for a moment as she focused her powers. Alysa brought her hands toward her and then flipped them out again. The knives blasted forward and spun around the Hydra’s heads, darting in to inflict injuries once in a while.

The dirks didn’t do much in the way of damage but they did slow the Hydra down. Alysa cast about for something more effective to throw at it. At the same time, she kept a firm hold on the daggers and effectively brought the monster to a halt. If the situation hadn’t been so dangerous, Alysa might have found the Hydra’s various expressions amusing. Some of the heads tried to snap at the dirks darting around like birds while others growled and spat in anger.

The daggers provided just the distraction that Kyra needed. She used the Hydra’s tail as a ladder and ran all the way up to its back. As she ran, she brought her hand back and hurled her sword forward so that it whirled about in a deadly wheel of destruction. It sliced through the air and lopped off all nine heads in one pass. She continued to run and leaped off the shoulder of the monster, did a flip in the air and landed on her feet next to Alysa. Kyra spun around and caught her sword when it came back to her.

In front of them, the Hydra swayed on its feet. Then, eight of the heads reconnected with the body, blinding both of them. When they opened their eyes again, the Hydra was stumbling around in confusion. Its last head, the immortal one, still lay on the sand. The body took a few steps back and suddenly plunged into the waves, which soon pulled it out to sea.

“That’s one less problem we have to deal with,” Kyra commented. She wiped the slime off her sword and slipped it back into its scabbard.

Alysa stared at her as she ordered her dirks back into their sheaths. “You’re going to get me killed sooner or later.”

“At least you’ll be doing something glorious when it happens,” Kyra said.

“It’s much more likely I be eaten by a severed head,” Alysa remarked, gesturing to the head of the Hydra not twenty feet away.

“Don’t be ridiculous. That thing is most definitely not human. It can’t kill you.”

“You just did a back flip off the Hydra and I’m ridiculous?”

“Good point. It’s not over yet though. We’ve got to find somewhere to hide this thing so that it never gets back to its body.”

Alysa glanced at Kyra to make sure she was serious. Then she looked over at the giant head that came up to her waist. She blinked and decided not to question it. Instead she started to look around for a possible solution to their problem. She spotted a cave in a cliff-face not too far away and pointed. “What if we rolled it into there and then sealed off the entrance?”

“That would work.” Kyra walked over to the head and poked it. The Hydra’s eyes followed her movement and if looks could kill, she would have been executed in fifty different ways. Not concerned in the least, Kyra waved cheerily at the Hydra and started to push. Alysa joined in and after five minutes of this, they only managed to move it about ten feet. “Man, where is Heracles when we need him? Speaking of which, he’s in for it the next time I see him. Slew the Hydra indeed. He’s been spreading that story for years now. He’s almost as big a braggart as Merlin is. No, I take that back, Merlin’s much worse.”

“I would imagine so,” Alysa said as she gave the head another hard shove. It rolled five feet and she looked askance at Kyra when the other girl grinned. “I don’t see what you’re so thrilled about. At this rate, it’ll take all day for us to get to the cave.”

“You’re back to being your old cynical self.”

“I never stopped. The sense of humor is brought on by bouts of hysteria.”

“Then I suppose I’ll just have to drag you into more dangerous situations to make the transition more permanent.”

“The way this trip is going, you won’t need to make an extra effort at all.” Alysa sighed and put her back into nudging the Hydra forward. “I must have done something really horrible in my past life to deserve this. Maybe I sold my parents into slavery.” She slipped and fell onto the sand. “Make that my parents, my great-aunt and my twin baby brothers.”

* * * *

Heracles grinned as the picture faded away and Pythia chuckled. “You’re laughing now but wait until Kyra gets a hold of you.”

He sobered up immediately, imagining the terrible punishments she could subject him to. “I hope she’s not too angry. She might not help.”

“Do you remember who we’re talking about? The Immortal Warrior, protector of humankind, yes, ringing a bell?”

“No need to get snappy, I know perfectly well who Kyra is, thanks.”

“I get snappy when I’m worried,” Pythia told him.

“That doesn’t fill me with confidence,” Heracles said.

“I just wish I knew what was going to happen. It’s frustrating to be able to see a thousand years into the future and yet be unable to see the war that might occur in a manner of weeks or even days.” Pythia gritted her teeth and looked down at the tiles.

Heracles laid a hand on her shoulder. “It’s not your fault. You’ve done your part. Now it’s my turn. I’ll go find Kyra and we’ll stop the gods from enacting whatever evil plan they’ve concocted this time.”

“I just wish that I could do more,” Pythia said. Then her eyes lit up and she smiled mischievously. “Maybe I can.” She turned and started to walk toward the door. “Stay here. I’m going to make some arrangements.”

“Where are you going?”

Pythia opened the door into an adjoining room. “You’ll see.”

Heracles looked around the room and went back to the table. He picked up the dagger and weighed it in his hand. Heracles smiled appreciatively, flipped the knife up into the air and caught it again.





Chapter 4

Several hours later, the maker of the knife was tired, covered with sand and aching all over. Alysa should have been feeling very irritable but instead felt a sense of accomplishment she found slightly strange.

Kyra noticed the smith trying not to smile and grinned to herself. The two of them finally managed to shove the Hydra’s severed head into the far corner of the cave. Now it was time to seal it. Kyra had been thinking about how exactly to do this. After all, she’d had enough time while they were grappling with the head.

The cave was at the foot of a rock face and an outcrop jutted out over it. If they could get it to collapse, the cave would be buried and the people in the coastal cities would be safe from the Hydra. Kyra suspected that the rock would contain at least some traces of metal ore and as they worked their way to the cave, her suspicions were confirmed. She nudged Alysa and gestured toward the cave.

Alysa walked over to the cave and placed her hands on the rock to the right of the opening. She plunged her power right into the stone and searched out the grains of metal buried within. Once she located them, Alysa sent them a huge burst of power. The rock underneath her fingertips began to vibrate and the movement spread to the outcrop.

Cracks appeared in the rock and snaked their way across the surface. Suddenly, the outcrop snapped off and tumbled to the ground, throwing dust and small pebbles up into the air. When the air cleared, Alysa shook the dust out of her hair and stood back to appraise her handiwork. A jumble of boulders completely hid the cave from view. She nodded in appreciation and smiled to herself. “You know, maybe you aren’t so crazy after all. But don’t expect me to be slaying Hydras on a regular basis,” Alysa told her.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Kyra smiled and started to walk away.

“Shouldn’t we make some sort of sign?”

Kyra shook her head. “That’ll only make people more curious. If we just leave it as is, they’re apt to think that it was a rock slide and disregard it. If we carve something into the rock, it’ll only pique their interest.”

“I suppose you’re right. Curiosity did kill off most of the griffins.” Alysa threw another glance back at the blocked cave and followed Kyra as she picked her way across the beach. “So, where to next?”

“Don’t you want to make camp here? We can stay here for the night and continue on towards Athens in the morning.”

“We really do need to get horses. I don’t want to walk all the way to Athens.”

“Where are we going to get the money? I could steal some but we’d have to take time to make sure we’re taking it from a corrupt official or something.”

“I have an idea.” Alysa grinned at Kyra’s quizzical look and walked towards the ocean. She strode directly into the water and didn’t stop until the waves came up to her knees. Then she closed her eyes and reached out with her magic. Alysa waved a hand and bits of metal started to collect in the air in front of her.

Within minutes, she collected a formidable blob of molten gold. She stepped out of the water and walked back over to Kyra whose mouth was hanging open. Alysa smiled and snapped her fingers. Instantly, the gold shaped itself into coins and solidified. “All I need is one real coin so that I can shape these to match it and they’ll be completely legitimate.”

“I didn’t know you could do that,” Kyra finally commented.

“I’ve always been able to do it. You wouldn’t believe the sheer amount of metal in the ocean. Give me enough seawater and I can be richer than any king. I wouldn’t have any use for that much gold, but still.”

“Next time I see Merlin I’m throwing this in his face,” Kyra said. “Your Gift is so useful. I wish I could work metal. Then I wouldn’t have to resort to pick pocketing anymore. Although to tell you the truth, thieving is a lot of fun, especially if you’re taking from pompous nobles. Some actually throw full-blown fits when they realize that their money’s missing.”

* * * *

Heracles looked up when the door hinges creaked. Pythia stepped through and frowned. “I have to remember to get those oiled. You still slobbering over that dagger? Put it down.” She moved aside so that a fair-haired girl about the same height could step inside. As soon as they were both through, Pythia closed the door behind them and turned to face Heracles again. “This is Sibyl. Sibyl, this is Heracles.”

Sibyl smiled and looked up at Heracles. “You’re the one who killed the Hydra, right?”

“I did indeed,” Heracles responded. He was about to continue before Pythia elbowed him in the ribs.

“Stow it. If you start one of your famous tales we’ll be here all day and we really do need to get going,” Pythia told him.

“We?” Heracles asked. “You’re coming?”

“Of course,” Pythia replied. “How else do you expect to beat the gods?”

“But what about this whole Oracle business? Something tells me that you’re not supposed to be running off,” Heracles said.

“Don’t worry about that. Sibyl has the Gift of shape-shifting,” Pythia informed Heracles.

“Really?” Heracles asked Sibyl.

Sibyl nodded. “I can change into anyone or anything as long as I’ve seen it before. It’s useful.”

“Useful to me too,” Pythia remarked with a grin. “Whenever Sibyl comes to Delphi, I get her to take over as Oracle for a while so that I can get some fresh air. You wouldn’t believe how stuffy it gets in that pit. If not for the fact that I’m immortal, the smoke would probably have killed me already. I’m convinced I’m losing brain cells as it is. Maybe it really is time to wrap this up.” Pythia sighed and looked over at Sibyl. “Anyway, thanks for helping me out.”

“No problem,” Sibyl replied. “How long are you going to be gone?”

“I’m not sure,” Pythia admitted. “It could be a while. A couple of weeks, maybe even a month.”

“I’ve never pretended to be you for so long before,” Sibyl said. “What if I screw up?”

“How could you possibly mess up? You know what most of the people who come here are like. You could tell them a hermit crab will swallow the sky and they’d manage to squeeze some sort of deep meaning from it. When in doubt just say that the stars do not reveal all. Then overload them with wise sayings and they’ll leave satisfied,” Pythia told Sibyl.

“You know, for someone who pretends to be a holy prophet all day, you sure are undignified,” Sibyl commented.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Pythia said with a grin.

“I don’t think it was,” Heracles remarked. He backed away when Pythia glowered at him.

Sibyl laughed. “I suppose I’ll assume my disguise now.” She closed her eyes and muttered a few words. Her body started to blur around the edges and suddenly, another Pythia stood next to Heracles.

Heracles looked from one to the next, trying to find differences between the two. After a while, he stopped, realizing that it was hopeless. The two of them were exactly identical from the clothes they were wearing right down to the fading scar on their right arms put there by one of the Nemean lions. “Wow.”

“I know,” both of the girls replied at the same time. They looked at each other and grinned, mirror images of each other.

“That’s unsettling,” Heracles informed them.

“You think so?” asked the Pythia on the right. “I’ll change back.” With a twitch of her fingers, Sibyl was back to her normal self.

The real Pythia tilted her head at the ironbound door leading to the underground corridor. “We’ve got to get going. Thanks again, Sibyl.”

“I’m always happy to do my part in saving humankind,” Sibyl returned. As Pythia turned to go, Sibyl spoke up again. “I almost forgot. A guy named Jason wants to know where he should go to seek some sort of artifact. Golden something or other.”

A short vision jumped to Pythia’s mind but as soon as it ended, she forgot what it showed. However, she spit out the words that still hung in her mind. “The Black Sea.”

“He also wants to know who he should bring,” Sibyl said.

Pythia considered this for a moment. “Just name all the ruling families you can think of and then tell him to bring ‘those who cross his path.’ That’s just vague enough to work.”





Chapter 5

Helen clenched her hands into fists as she stormed through the castle to her father’s study. Her sister Clytemnestra just told her what their parents planned. The very thought of it sent waves of fury through Helen.

It was ridiculous. That tradition had been out of fashion for centuries. How dare her father propose to marry her off like that? There was no way Helen would stand for this.

She came to the wooden door of her father’s study and threw it open. Helen marched in and started shouting immediately. “Father, I can’t believe you would do this. I absolutely refuse to be put on display like…like a piece of merchandise.”

Tyndareus looked up from his papers and sighed. “What are you talking about? I have no idea what you’re going on about.”

“I’m not an idiot, Father. I’m talking about this banquet you’re planning in order to introduce me to potential suitors. Are you out of your mind? I’m not marrying any of those pompous fools who come to visit you. What am I, a mare for sale?”

“Now, Helen, see here. This is a tradition that extends back many hundreds of years—” Tyndareus began.

Helen cut him off. “No one has observed it for a long time. Besides, times are changing and I will not allow myself to become some sort of prize.”

Tyndareus smacked the table in anger. “I am your father and what I say goes. What you will and will not allow matters not. The banquet shall occur and you shall obey me.”

“I’m warning you, Father, don’t do anything you’ll regret,” Helen said.

“You warn me! You are in my house, young lady, and I—” Just as the argument seemed ready to escalate out of control, Helen’s mother Leda walked in.

“Helen, let me talk to your father,” Leda said. She looked at her husband and Tyndareus subsided, looking incredibly sheepish.

“I’m not agreeing to this,” Helen told them. She stormed out of the room, slammed the door behind her and promptly about-faced in order to put her ear against the door. Her twin sister Clytemnestra and her brothers Kastor and Polydeukes snuck over as well. They followed Helen here and wanted to know what would happen. Helen glared at her three siblings and shushed them.

Kastor and Polydeukes were almost twenty and both Helen and Clytemnestra were seventeen, but they huddled together next to the door like little children.

“Tyndareus, this is the first I’ve heard of such a plan. You made this decision without me?” Leda asked.

“I knew you wouldn’t approve but the neighboring kings insisted on it. I couldn’t deny them, could I? Besides, Helen has to marry sometime,” Tyndareus replied.

“You know how headstrong she is. She’ll never agree to this. To her, this would be the greatest dishonor possible,” Leda said.

You bet, Helen thought.

They heard Tyndareus sigh. “What would you have me do? I gave my word to hold the banquet and I can’t go back on it.”

“No, you can’t. Did you promise her hand to anyone?” Leda wanted to know.

“Of course not,” Tyndareus answered. “I’d never do that without consulting you. Helen would probably blast me where I stand, no matter that I’m her father.”

“Then this can still be salvaged,” Leda remarked. “Let me talk to Helen. I’ll assure her that we’re not going to marry her off to anyone without her consent. Tyndareus, Sparta is still strong. There is no need to sacrifice our children’s happiness.” As she said this, Leda strode toward the door and yanked it open. As soon as the door opened, all four of her children tumbled into the room and landed in a heap.

Helen picked herself up from the floor and drew herself up to her full height of five and a half feet. “Mother, I can’t believe you’re agreeing to this.”

“I’m not agreeing to anything,” Leda told her. “The decision is yours.”

“Then there is no way that I—” Helen began.

“Let me speak first,” Leda said. “Your father gave his word as a king that the banquet would take place. If he doesn’t keep his word, Sparta will lose its prestige and we will lose the respect our people have for us. Do you want that to happen?”

“Well no,” Helen said.

“All I’m asking is that you go to the banquet. What do you say?” Leda asked.

Helen wavered and thought about it for a while. “Fine, but don’t expect me to act nice!” Then Helen stormed out, followed by Clytemnestra.

Kastor breathed a sigh of relief. “That could have gone worse.”

“She looked ready to blow up,” Polydeukes agreed. “I almost feared she was going to use her magic on us.”

“Remember the tantrums she used to throw?” Kastor asked. “Every time she got angry, the whole castle would be turned upside down.”

“I’ve never seen her this angry before,” Polydeukes commented.

“She has a right to be,” Leda said, looking at Tyndareus. “I know you won’t even consider apologizing to her but at least try not to get her riled up any more between now and the banquet.”

Tyndareus looked downright miserable. “What has the world come to?”

* * * *

Meanwhile, Helen strode toward her room with Clytemnestra hovering around her. In a meek attempt to cheer her up, Clytmnestra said, “On the bright side, nothing this exciting has ever happened before.”

Helen rolled her eyes but slowed her pace so her shorter twin could keep up. Their feet pattered on the stone floor and Helen brushed her brown hair out of the way. “If you’re so excited for it, why don’t you be the centerpiece?”

“Oh no, I couldn’t do that,” Clytemnestra said.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Helen told her. “Remember the winter we were fourteen? That band of warriors stayed with us and all wanted you for a wife. They were about to fight each other to the death before Mother and Father told them that you were too young.”

“That’s just it though,” Clytemnestra answered. “They were just regular nobles, not princes.”

Helen snorted. “Please. We’re twins. We look almost exactly the same.”

“That’s not true. You’re taller than me. You know how to fight and you’re a really good mage. Although I do think that your intelligence suffers for it.”

“I hate you,” Helen told her sister but she was smiling.

* * * *

“Race you to the fork in the road?” Kyra asked.

Alysa groaned. “No, no more racing. I’m tired and my horse is ready to collapse already. Can’t you just enjoy the scenery?”

Kyra looked around at the boulders dotting the ground on the side of the road. They were in the mountains, close to the city-state of Sparta and the surrounding landscape was sparsely vegetated. Pebbles littered the road and their horses picked their way carefully along it. Kyra turned to Alysa. “Uh, no.”

“Then just deal with it. If we try to race the horses, one of them is going to break a leg.”

“We’ve been riding through these mountains for a day and a half already. I can run faster than this.”

Alysa completely ignored Kyra after that. After a while, she spotted a rock formation next to the track that looked like a sphere. She reached across and tapped Kyra on the shoulder. “Look at that.”

“We’re almost out,” Kyra said. Her eyes sparkled and she bent down to whisper a couple words to her mare. She’d always had an ability with animals and they almost seemed to understand her. The horse dashed forward and Alysa’s mount followed suit. They crested the last bump in the road together and the horses slowed their pace in order to navigate the steep descent. Ahead lay a flat green plain.

The road ran straight through it, cutting a wide swath in the grass and led right up to a wide river in the distance. The Eurotas was an extremely fast-flowing river and Sparta lay right on the other side. The only way to cross the river was to use a heavily fortified bridge.

As they cantered across the plain, they could see a large mass of horses and people gathered at the foot of the stone bridge, waiting to cross. “What’s going on?” Alysa asked.

“I’m not sure,” Kyra answered. “That bridge is wide enough for ten carts to cross at the same time. How could there possibly be a blockage?” When they approached the bridge, they saw that there wasn’t anyone crossing it. Instead there were two men arguing at the base of the bridge. They were apparently both pretty important because each had a whole retinue of guards standing behind them.

These soldiers kept anyone else from crossing the bridge and a collection of assorted warriors and townspeople milled about, waiting for the two men to resolve their problem. Kyra slipped off her horse and led the mare after her. She approached a group of people angrily discussing the situation amongst themselves. “What’s going on here?” Kyra asked them.

A tall man with a bushy beard turned to her. “The king is hosting a banquet for Princess Helen’s suitors,” he said.

Kyra frowned. “I didn’t know that kind of thing still went on.”

“Word is that the other kings pushed King Tyndareus into it,” a chubby woman informed Kyra.

“Those two are here for the banquet then,” Alysa remarked. She too had dismounted and walked over.

The man who first spoke nodded. “The youth is Paris, from Troy, all the way across the Aegean Sea. The other man is Menelaus, younger brother to the king of Mycenae. He’s next in line for the throne after his brother croaks, which given his health, should be any time now.”

“What are they arguing about?” Kyra asked. She stood on tiptoe and tried to see what was going on. At almost six feet tall, she had a good view and saw both men gesturing angrily.

A nearby warrior snorted and spit on the ground. “They’re arguing about who should get to cross the bridge first if you can believe it.”

Alysa stared at him. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am,” the warrior returned. “They’ve been debating for over half an hour. They both claim to have reached the bridge first. It’s a way of saying they’re more important.”

“That’s bad enough,” added another man, “but they’re not allowing anyone else to pass either. They’ve had their soldiers barricade it until they both cross. At this rate, we’ll never get across.”

“Indeed,” the warrior said. “They seem about ready to leap at each other’s throats. If they start fighting, it’ll take all day for this mess to be cleared up.”

“I have wares to sell,” a driver of a loaded cart declared. “I have children to feed. I certainly hope neither of these two will win Princess Helen’s hand.” At this, a murmur of assent echoed all around.

Kyra thanked them and tilted her head to the right. She led her horse over to a relatively clear area and Alysa followed. The smith took one look at the glint in Kyra’s eyes and shook her head empathetically. “Whatever it is, I am not agreeing to it.”

“It’ll be fun.”

“You have a warped definition of fun,” Alyssa shot back.

“Tell me you’re not itching to teach those jerks a lesson. I know you want to.”

Alysa struggled to keep a straight face. Finally, she gave up. “All right, fine. This better not involve jumping into that river because I’m not such a great swimmer.”

“Don’t worry, it’s nothing that dangerous.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

“All you have to do is clear a couple of the soldiers out of the way. It shouldn’t be hard since they’re all wearing armor. Then we’ll gallop across the bridge, thereby making fools of both of them.”

“How exactly is this less dangerous than jumping into the water?”

“Um…we can’t drown?”

“We couldn’t drown if we tried,” Alysa retorted. “On the other hand, I do want to see the look on their faces when we ride past. Let’s do it.” The two of them leapt onto their horses and trotted right up to the soldiers blocking the way onto the bridge. The soldiers held their swords out and glared at the two of them.

Alysa smiled and flicked her wrist. The two soldiers directly in front of them flew to the left and right, knocking a whole line of their comrades down. She grinned and gave her horse a nudge. The mare shot forward, followed closely by Kyra’s mount. They thundered toward the bridge and the soldiers were too shocked to act.

Meanwhile, Paris and Menelaus, both in their way, stared at each other and threw themselves to the side. As they galloped onto the bridge, Kyra let the mare slow down to a canter. She pulled her sword out and asked the horse to rear up. Her mount obliged and Kyra waved her sword in the air, whooping wildly all the while. Then the mare dropped down to all fours and they soon disappeared over the bridge.

Cries of outrage chased them across the bridge and Kyra grinned wickedly.
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