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Chapter One

 

Voices! Eurydice froze beside the trunk of a large tree, biting back the Word that would invoke—not invisibility, she did not know a spell for that—a kind of reluctance to notice her. As long as she did nothing to draw attention, anyone would pass by her without seeing her. But it would be far more dangerous for her to use Power before anyone actually discovered her than to chance that discovery by accident. The Power would stand out like a beacon to any witchsniffer and mark her for capture.

She was both furious and frightened. She had thought she had drained old Baltaseros enough that he would be able to do little more than breathe for at least several weeks. Not, she reminded herself bitterly, that that would have mattered much. Like a fool she had fled south instead of north—only she had not had much choice, really; there were those who knew her in the north from whom she had also needed to escape. But now she was trapped on this spit of land surrounded by the sea and already enmeshed by pursuers. If only she had had a few weeks more, perhaps she could have found a way to slip through Baltaseros’ net. But if he was hunting her already, if he had strength enough to set trackers on her, he might be much stronger than she thought and a much more dangerous enemy.

Eurydice bit her lip, fighting a desire to burst into tears, keeping her breathing soft and light. That would teach her not to be so merciful in the future. She could have drained him completely, sucked out his life force and left him dead, but she could not bear to kill that way. Even now, when she feared being captured and could not help regretting that she had not finished Baltaseros, her regret was for failing to take the time to seek a knife or a strangling cord. Not with her Gift! She shuddered at the thought of death tainting her Gift.

Another halooing call made her cling to the tree, shaking, unable even to think on which side to hide. The fear rose and choked her until she felt she could not breathe—then she fought back, struggling against the terror and the regret. Those she knew were also a trap, devices that would distract and confuse her, making a path to safety even more obscure. She directed her senses at the men, the voices, submerging the fear as she had been taught at the temple.

At last the sounds she heard became less a simple focus of terror and began to fall into words. Almost at once she realized the men—and there were far too many of them to have been sent by Baltaseros, surely—were speaking the hard-accented Greek of the kingdoms west of Thrace. Her fear receded further as she also realized that the men were still quite far away; the voices had been so loud that she had thought they had somehow crept up close while she was unaware. Actually, they were shouting to each other about—she listened more carefully—water. They were seeking water.

Well, the water was not far to seek. She herself had been going to the small river when she heard them. Eurydice leaned more easily against the tree to which she had been clinging in her first terror, waiting until they found what they sought and all congregated in one place. If she moved now, while they were spreading out through the forest, she was as likely to walk into one of them as to avoid them. She was no longer much afraid because she was certain she could avoid anyone who was not specifically searching for her. She was curious, too, about how so many men had appeared so suddenly and about their purpose.

Very soon, as Eurydice had expected, there was a bellow of triumph and answering shouts from various places in the wood—one almost directly behind her. Eurydice slipped quietly into the shelter of a brushy patch; it would not have hidden her from anyone searching deliberately but her earth-colored and mud-stained tunic would blend in with the forest floor and the brush would be sufficient to shield her from a casual glance. And, indeed, the man passed within feet of her without hesitation.

He was a big man, tall and strong, with golden hair and, she thought from the quick glimpse she caught as they turned in her direction, pale eyes. She did not nod—movement catches attention—but she thought with satisfaction that her guess about the language had been correct; the stranger was likely from Salonica or even Thessalia, although that color hair was very rare. When he had passed, she wriggled silently out of the brush and followed, slipping from tree to tree without a sound. As she moved behind him, almost as noiselessly as his own shadow, a short, silent laugh parted her lips. She did not need the look-past-me spell. After three years of running and hiding, she was getting very good at concealing herself.

The voices grew no louder as she approached because the men were no longer shouting, but Eurydice was in no danger of coming too close. She knew the area, and the increasing brightness as she neared the bank of the river also warned her. She edged carefully from the trunk of one tree to another until she could peer safely through the branches of a bush. Then she heard a loud splash of water, and a boy’s thin voice protesting that he did not want to get wet.

Eurydice’s eyes followed the sound and her mouth dropped open in astonishment. She had never seen quite so pretty a boy in her life. His skin, beardless as yet, although he looked from his size to be about fifteen, was creamy as milk fresh from the udder; his hair was black and just curly enough not to lie lankly; his eyes were black too, large and lustrous; his nose short and straight; and his mouth, soft and rosy, pouted as adorably as any girl’s. Even as Eurydice’s eyes were ravished, however, her ears were offended. Out of that perfect mouth came a truly nasty whine.

The blond man she had followed strode forward, raising his hand, but before he could strike a very, very deep male voice said, “Do not hit him, Jason. It is my fault he is spoiled.”

Eurydice blinked and blinked again at the man? giant? who had just stepped out of the forest farther down along the river bank, carrying a large cask. He stood a head taller than the blond she had followed. He was also blond, though less golden fair than the man whom he had called Jason, and his body made Jason’s, which she had thought tall and strong, look like an underdeveloped child’s.

“Maybe so,” the man called Jason replied, “but spoiled or not, he must do his part, Heracles.”

The giant called Heracles nodded, set down the cask near the water, and turned to the pouting beauty, who was now sniffling. “You are one of us, Hylas.” Despite sounding as if it were coming out of a deep crevice in the earth, the voice was surprisingly gentle. “You wanted to come. You begged to come with us until I agreed. Since you are too light to help carry the casks, you must fill them. Take off your tunic if you do not want to wet it. It is warm enough.”

Casks, Eurydice thought, suddenly making sense of what she had seen. They are filling water casks. That means a ship. And a ship means a way off the Chersonesus! The boy, Hylas, was whining again, but Eurydice did not listen. How? she wondered. Dare she walk out of the woods and simply say she wanted to go? No, that was impossible. She had nothing with which to pay for her passage, and they were Greek. They would laugh at her—if they did not try to seize her and rape her. The Greeks looked down on women, confined them to their homes and kept them ignorant and uneducated. A woman who appeared in public without an escort and a definite purpose was considered no better than a whore and could be insulted with impunity.

The sound of another mighty splash broke into her thoughts, and her eyes, which had been fixed on nothing, focused on the group of men. From their relative positions, Jason had dumped Hylas into the stream where the boy was floundering and shrieking curses. Most of the men were laughing, but Heracles waded into the water and carried the weeping boy out.

“Jason,” Heracles protested when he reached the bank again, “there was no need to throw him in and spoil his garments. I would have convinced him—”

“Not in time to fill the casks and get them back to the ship while it is still light.” Jason’s voice was flat with controlled anger. “We will camp here tonight, since so much time has been wasted already, but I would like to leave early tomorrow. We may have to sail for days before we sight a village or even another boat. We must find people to ask the way. All we know of Colchis is that it is ‘east of the sun setting over water and west of the sun rising over mountains,’ which is not the most exact directions I have ever had.”

Eurydice had to bite her lips to suppress a cry of shock and hope. Colchis was a familiar name—a place she had considered as a haven. Little was known of the country, but rumors of magic and enchantment clung to it. She had even heard that the king of Colchis had a daughter, Medea, who was a great witch. If Aietes protected his daughter, Eurydice reasoned, would he not at least allow her to live in peace? Because that hope sprang up each time she was plagued or threatened on account of her Gift, she had gathered what information she could about Colchis, and she knew—not where it was, exactly—but of a person who could direct a party going there.

A babble of male voices arguing amiably about something could not distract her from wondering whether she could trade her knowledge for passage on their ship. But would they believe she knew someone who could direct them? She could not tell them the name of the man or from where he came too soon or they might not honor their word to take her, or might too soon abandon her. Equally important, would they even let her speak? That brought her back to her initial problem: how to introduce herself to these men so that they would not attack her.

Then, as one man pushed another and both fell to the ground laughing and wrestling while the others shouted and cheered, another danger leapt to her mind. In Thrace the Gifted had their problems: unless they were extraordinarily powerful (which presented a whole special variety of pitfalls), they existed at the whim of any little despot. They could be driven away or imprisoned or forced to use their Power in ways they did not like. But those difficulties were nothing compared to those of the Gifted in Greece, who were considered dangerous and unclean and fit only for destruction. Would these rough and thoughtless creatures maim or burn her, or sacrifice her to Hades, king of the Dead, if she showed her Power? Hiding it was only another problem. Was she capable of concealing it completely?

A third tremendous splash—the two wrestlers had rolled off the bank—and roars of laughter drew Eurydice’s attention. Jason began to curse the men angrily for roiling the water, and a sudden silence fell among his previously playful companions. He then turned on Heracles, who had stripped off Hylas’ tunic and was drying the boy, and told him to stop wasting time since Hylas had to get into the water again immediately.

“Gently, Jason,” an older man said. “We spent nearly a year with the women of Lemnos. A few hours more or less now cannot matter. You will find Colchis. I have Seen that. And there is something here, something ...”

His head lifted and swung toward Eurydice, moved past her, swung back. She held her breath, damping down any wisp of Power she had let slip. His eyes stared, unfocused. A seer? Before she could decide whether to step out of hiding or try to slip away, he shook his head sharply and shrugged.

“It is gone, whatever it was. The farther I get from my temple the less I can perceive. I wonder if that is why I will not finish the voyage—that I will become useless.”

“No pair of hands is useless, Idmon,” Jason said, the stridency gone from his voice. He went closer, placed a hand on the older man’s arm, and squeezed it gently. “And what you do not perceive of the future, you make up for in seeing the present.”

He turned to the men then, laughing, and said that he would apportion the tasks according to the dampness of the man. Those two who had fallen in might as well stay in and fill buckets; those who had been closest to the bank and were well splashed would take the buckets and fill the casks; and those who were still dry could move the casks. The men began to laugh too, to compliment Jason on his wisdom, and to complain and shout at each other comparing the advantages and disadvantages of their tasks even while they began working.

Eurydice slipped carefully backward, out of the embrace of the bush in which she had been hiding, and retreated again from tree trunk to tree trunk, until she was almost beyond the sound of the men’s voices. She sat down then on a fallen tree overhung by new growth and tried to devise a safe approach to the men, but each explanation she thought of for being alone in the forest, except shipwreck—and that had its own drawbacks—seemed totally unbelievable. Eventually, an increasingly dry mouth and protesting stomach reminded her of her original reason for going to the river. She had been hungry and thirsty and wished to see if she could find some bulbs or mushrooms to go with the rabbit she had killed and cooked the day before.

She rose slowly, thinking about the path of the river and the coastline to east and west of where the river dropped into the sea from a headland. There was only one place a ship could be pulled ashore. The men bringing empty casks and carrying back full ones would take the shortest route. She could go upstream with little danger of meeting anyone, but then she would have to take great care if she wished to gather plants. Possibly the men would be too busy to notice if something escaped her and went downstream, but they might be alert to any sign of disturbance since they were looking for a resident to question.

She bit her lip as that thought crossed her mind. Was that an opportunity? If she allowed the men to catch her “accidentally,” would that help? No, it would be worse. If she lived here, she would have no excuse to want to go with them. Also, they would want to question others and ask where was the town from which she came. She would be branded a liar at once, and then who would believe her when she said she could tell them how to reach their goal? No ‘accidental’ meetings, and no pretense of being other than she was, a fugitive.

Her stomach growled again, and she brought her thoughts back to gathering food. There would be some danger going closer to where the river fell into the sea, too, in that someone from the ship might have wandered off the main path they had trod down for use, but she thought she could avoid any strays. And if she wanted an encounter, she could just wade upstream and say boldly she had heard voices and had come seeking succor.

Eurydice reconsidered the decision and was content with it. Jason had said the crew would stay overnight, so she had time to fill her stomach. She would do that now, while she continued to think about a story to tell the men. She would need all her wits about her whether she approached the men working on the river or waited until they had lit campfires and came to one of those saying the light had attracted her. Neither device was really safe, but Eurydice realized that somehow, while she seemed to be thinking of other things, she had decided that she dared not let this chance slip away.

She found no difficulty in stealing across the route from the ship to the river the men had partially cleared. Then she went back to the riverbank and quenched her thirst. That most urgent necessity assuaged, Eurydice began to work her way along the river, keeping back in the shelter of the trees, listening as she went. When she could barely hear the voices, it would be safe to begin gleaning. But then, closer than she intended to stop, she chanced on a particularly dense and luscious patch of mushrooms and she could not resist picking and eating them.

Crouched low to the ground, her eyes fixed on the succulent round heads her fingers were gathering and peeling, Eurydice was mostly intent on satisfying her hunger. She had not abandoned caution, but she was listening partly to the voices behind her and partly for any sound of movement through the brush. Thus, she was totally unprepared for a cascade of notes from a cithara. She jerked upright, gasping with shock.

Fortunately she was not as close to the source of those clear notes as she had feared. She was actually well screened from the player by a thicker growth of brush that lined a small clearing. Indeed, she could hardly see the musician, just now and again a patch of white chiton showing as he moved. Eurydice knew her dull and dirty gown would be much less noticeable, even if the player’s attention had not been fixed on his music.

The waterfall of notes changed to chords and then to a haunting melody, which stopped suddenly and then began again to continue with a slight variation. Eurydice’s attention had been as fixed as the musician’s while he played. During the pause, she regained enough sense to look wildly around, sighing with relief when she saw no one else had been attracted by the sound. She kept a grip on her sense of wonder and managed to move forward cautiously when the music began again, hating to do so because she had to attend to where she was putting her feet and could not concentrate on the exquisite sounds.

When she was close enough, she saw a man seated on a fallen trunk in the open glade. Eurydice breathed a prayer of thanksgiving to the Goddess. He was all alone. She studied him anxiously. Judging from length of arm and leg, he would be as tall as Jason, but he was much slenderer and his hair was a darker brown than that of Heracles. He moved his head a little in time with some silent music in his mind and she caught a glimpse of light-colored eyes and high, sharp cheekbones. The mouth, however, looked soft.

Eurydice drew in a long breath and bit her lip. Here was one man, likely less brutal than the others, since he was a musician, to whom she could tell her story…as soon as she decided on a story. And then he began to sing. Eurydice froze where she stood. All thought, all emotion, was caught up and bound into the song and the music.

Whether she would have stood there until night if he had continued to play, Eurydice would not have hazarded a guess. The song, fortunately, was not a finished piece, and the musician stopped frequently to polish a phrase or try a new chord. At first, Eurydice was so stunned by the effect that she continued to stand without thought or movement even during the silences, only longing for him to begin again. Soon, however, a somewhat longer pause gave her enough freedom of mind to question what was happening. Eurydice knew she admired music no less than any other, but to draw her this way, to bind her—that was not skill. That was Power.

Somewhat regretfully, for she hated to forgo the intense pleasure she had felt, Eurydice erected barriers against spells of seduction—and was amazed, when the musician began to sing and play again, at how very little effect her barriers had. The beauty of voice and music was unchanged. No spell had created the power of that song, only skill and artistry.

Nonetheless, there was a change. Ravished as she still was, Eurydice could think through her pleasure now. So the musician did have Power. He was not using it purposely; some had just leaked through and had caught her, probably because she too was Gifted. She was almost sure it would not have touched an ungifted person.

During another long break, while the musician muttered and scored with a sharp stick on a tablet he held on his knee, Eurydice began to wonder whether his shipmates knew he was Gifted? Did he know himself? If the other men knew, there was some hope they would not try to hurt her or sacrifice her, although what might be acceptable in a male might be forbidden in a female. Still, a Gifted male might be more sympathetic than an ungifted one. And if he did not know, could she use that as a weapon to secure his protection?

He began to sing again, and she listened more to the words this time than to the simple beauty of the sound. He was putting into song the tale of the women of Lemnos. Ah, yes, the seer, Idmon, had said they had spent nearly a year with the women of Lemnos, who had—great Goddess—murdered all the men on the island! Later they had realized their mistake in being so thorough, so when the Argo came ashore, they had greeted the shipload of men with open arms. A tale of men away sufficed at first, and before it occurred to anyone to wonder why there were not even male babies, the women had made them drunk, taken their weapons, made them prisoner, and demanded that they father children.

Eurydice blinked, common sense breaking through her charmed acceptance of the song when the musician stopped to record or change some new phrases. How did one make prisoner a giant like Heracles? Or a man with the strength of will of Jason? Drugs perhaps? More likely simple blandishment and the swift offer of sexual favors would have sufficed if the men did not at first know why the island was without males. But men were frequently self-deceived about women. How the women of Lemnos had accomplished their purposes was less important than the realization that the singer, although he did not condone what they had done, still managed to convey some sympathy for the women themselves, asking what heinous thing the men had done to drive their women to such desperate violation of all natural law.

This time when the singer paused, Eurydice’s decision had been made, and she pushed boldly through the brush. The sound drew his attention, but he did not seem at all surprised or discomfited, until he actually saw Eurydice. In the moments before she came into view, he turned his head toward the noise she was making and looked mildly inquiring, which made Eurydice reasonably sure that he had not been hiding himself from the other men to conceal his Gift but had merely withdrawn to practice so he would not interfere with his companions’ work. He was accepted, then. It was that which decided her to tell no tale, only the truth—if perhaps not all the truth.

“Singer,” she said, as she came out of the brush, stopping out of reach, “why did you draw me from my purpose?”

The expression of surprise on his face became mingled with a trace of chagrin. “I did not mean to,” he said. “I thought I was alone, and—” He stopped, stared. “How did you know I could draw you? I was not singing magic.”

That the musician so freely admitted to knowing he could use Power was a confirmation of Eurydice’s decision to tell this man the truth. If she were fortunate, he would be willing to be her protector, which would keep her safe from the other men. If he was not what he seemed, she would be able to run off into the woods and have time to consider a new approach or to decide if she must chance finding a less dangerous way to escape.

“Because Gift answers Gift,” Eurydice said. “I, too, have some small Power, which is why I am here in rags and starving.” There was no need to tell him about Baltaseros, she thought; the knowledge of how strong she was could only make him uneasy. “I was blamed for what I had not done, as the Gifted often are, and driven out. Others, not satisfied with my banishment, determined on my death and pursued me, so I fled into the forest. Now I am trapped here.”

“I am sorry,” he said. “Some of my people are even less kind to the Gifted, so I understand. I do not see how I can help you—”

“You can,” she interrupted. “You can save my life by taking me with you on your ship. This is only a spit of land, perhaps a few leagues wide, and not inhabited. If they wish, the villages to the north can combine their men and sweep the forest until they find me. I have been to the end of the land and there is no way off except by sea.”

The singer wrinkled his brow. “I wish I could help, but I do not think Jason would be willing to take a woman… Wait, you said I had drawn you from a purpose. What purpose?”

Eurydice smiled. “The purpose of getting aboard the ship. Actually, I was gathering mushrooms while I tried to think of a way to go among all those men and tell them I had something to sell—”

“We do not need or want that!” the singer said sharply.

Eurydice stared at him for a moment, her luminous eyes suddenly without light, flat as polished stones. Then she raised her brows and asked sweetly, “You do not want to know how to reach Colchis?”

“Colchis!” the singer echoed, rising to his feet. “You know the way to Colchis?”

Slowly Eurydice shook her head. On sufferance, as she would be if they took her at all, she had better not be caught in any lie. “I do not, but I do know the name and dwelling place of a man who has directed others to Colchis.”

“Who is it?

This time Eurydice’s headshake was fast and firm. “Oh, no, the name and place is all I have with which to pay my passage. The reason I know the name is that I have long sought it in case I should—as I have done—fall into trouble and need a haven. I wish to go to Colchis myself. Aietes, the king, has a daughter named Medea, who is a great witch. It is in my mind that if he suffers her to practice her art so that rumors of it fly abroad, he will not be so quick to condemn a practitioner of small Power. I am not so heavy a burden, nor do I eat and drink so much, that you cannot take me aboard on the promise of information. If I have lied, you can toss me overboard or abandon me anywhere, so I will not have gained anything from my lie, and you will have lost little.”

The singer frowned, clearly not pleased with her answer, but at last he shrugged and said, “I suppose what you say is reasonable. My name is Orpheus. I will take you to Jason, who is the captain of the Argo. What is your name?”

“Eurydice.”

 


Chapter Two

 

Although Eurydice felt some trepidation when Orpheus slid the cithara into its case and came toward her—she hated to be touched—he did not, in fact, reach out to seize her. Instead, he offered his cloak to her at arm’s length, explaining that he preferred that none of the men see who and what she was before he had a chance to talk to Jason. He gestured toward the other side of the clearing and said he would take her to the ship.

“Jason is not there,” she told him. “He is with the men at the river who are filling the water casks.”

“How do you know that?” he asked suspiciously.

Eurydice laughed. “Not from practicing witchcraft. I heard voices when I was going to the river to drink. I thought it was those pursuing me, so I hid and listened. That was how I learned that you wished to go to Colchis.”

Orpheus nodded, although his expression was still wary. “If you know where they are, lead the way.”

To Eurydice’s surprise, they were even closer to the party collecting water than she had believed. The music, she thought as she cast a wondering glance at the singer beside her, must have overcome all other sounds. Nor had she needed to disturb him with her knowledge of where Jason was. Apparently, they would have had as good a chance of finding Jason at the ship as here, since he and another man were just putting down the empty cask they had carried between them to the riverbank. But somehow she had not expected Jason to share the common tasks with the other men and she had not thought of him carrying casks back and forth.

Orpheus touched her shoulder. “Stay here,” he said softly. Then he went forward through the trees and called, “Jason.”

The blond man turned and smiled. “Have you the song perfect then? Will we hear it tonight?”

The singer returned the smile. “No song is ever perfect, but you will hear it when you wish.” Then he came close enough to speak in a voice that would not be heard by the other men, who were still laughing and joking while they worked. “I have a different thing to present to you now, however. I have found a person who claims to know another who can direct us to Colchis.”

“Found? In these woods? There has not been a sign of life other than animals. Is there a village farther inland?”

“About a village I do not know, but I do not think so. The person I have found is a fugitive—a Gifted one.”

Orpheus frowned as he spoke. That was the second time he had said person instead of woman. He knew why, of course, Jason was particularly soured on females, having had to flee Lemnos without even full water casks. If he admitted Eurydice was a woman, Jason might not be willing even to ask what she knew. What surprised Orpheus was his desire to protect the girl.

“Gifted?” Jason’s eyes narrowed. “Dangerous?”

“No harm was done to me, and the great ones seldom need to run away and get ragged and dirty hiding in caves and bushes, so I think not.” He gestured with his head to where he had left Eurydice. “Over there.”

Jason started off at once with Orpheus on his heels. He blinked at the diminutive figure totally swallowed up in Orpheus’ cloak. “Orpheus says you know the way to Colchis,” he said.

Under the hood a head was shaken. “No, I never said that. I said I knew the name and dwelling place of a man who could give directions to Colchis.”

“That is not so good, but if your price is not too high, I will pay for the information.”

“My price is very low. No more than passage on your ship and food and water to sustain me until we reach our goal. I wish to go to Colchis too.”

“Why? Because you heard me speak of the place and thus pretended to know the way so we would take you away from what, for all I know, is a deserved punishment?”

“I am not that stupid. Could you not drop me overboard as soon as you discovered that I had lied? I can prove I know more of Colchis than what I heard from you. It is a country strong in magic, ruled by King Aietes, who has at least one Gift, that of being able to harness to the plow the brazen-hoofed, fire-breathing oxen that ensure the fertility of his fields. It is said that land plowed by those oxen will grow anything planted in the furrows, bringing oak trees from acorns overnight. He may have other Gifts also, but even stronger than Aietes is his daughter Medea—and that is why I desire to go to Colchis. She who has both power and Power might well be willing to protect others who are also Gifted.”

“You seem to know more of Colchis than I,” Jason said less aggressively. “Of course, some of that you might have made up, but I know I did not name the king, and Aietes is king of Colchis. Well, tell me where we are to find the man who knows the way, and I will give you passage, boy.”

“Boy?” Eurydice threw back the cloak, exposing her well-developed body. “I am no boy and no fool either. It will cost you little to take me, so you have almost nothing to lose. If I tell you all I know now, why should you take me at all?”

“Because I said I would,” Jason snapped. “We are men of honor.”

Eurydice shrugged. “That may well be true, but how can I know it? I do not know you. I have only my two names—that of the man who knows the way to Colchis and that of his homeland—to bargain with. If I give them away, I have nothing. You are many and strong. You can punish me if you find that I have lied—”

“Can we?” Jason cut in. “Orpheus says you are Gifted How do I know what you could do to me, or my men, if I invited you aboard my ship?”

Eurydice burst out laughing. “Look at me! If I had great Power, do you think I would be dressed in rags, starving, and begging for your help? Would I not have bound you to obey me before you even knew I was watching from the forest? Yes, I have a Gift. I can find lost sheep. I can Heal—a little, not fatal wounds. I cannot draw back the dying from the shores of the Styx. And I often know when trouble will come if a certain path is taken—but not always.”

“We have two Seers with us already,” Jason said.

“I know that. Idmon almost found me. But I was not offering my skills to buy passage—not that I would withhold any art or knowledge I had if it could be of use. However, I am sure my Gifts are not so great that others in your crew cannot fulfill the same purposes. I offer only the two names as the price of a small space on the deck of your ship, a little water to drink and a little food to sustain me. I am not so large as to be a costly passenger.”

“What she says is true enough,” Orpheus said. “Do not let the fact that she is a woman blind you to the advantage of what she offers.”

“I could wring those names out of her—”

Eurydice gasped and leapt back as Orpheus cried, “No!” and put his body between her and Jason. But even as he did, it was plain that Jason had made no move to seize her and that what he said was no more than an expression of a momentary pique.

“Do not be such fools,” Jason growled. “If I intended to use force, would I not have agreed to anything she asked so I could seize her before I frightened her away?”

“That is not enough,” Orpheus said. “It was my decision to bring Eurydice to you, so it is my responsibility to see that she is safe from any harm that decision might cause. I will hear you swear you will use no means beyond allowing her passage on the Argo as far as Colchis to find out what she knows.”

For a long moment Jason stared into Orpheus’ eyes. There were few who did not wilt under that bright glare, but the singer’s face remained calmly indifferent. There was not the smallest indication in his expression that he knew or cared that Jason might be angry. One would think him an idiot, except that no one who sang and played as he did could be a fool. He was, Eurydice thought, a man of formidable courage. Jason shrugged and smiled. He had seen that courage already in other circumstances. It only surprised him when it opposed him personally.

“Very well,” he said, smiling again. “I swear.”

“What do you swear, my lord?” Eurydice asked from well back in the trees. “I want to get to Colchis unbruised and unused, in no worse state of heart and mind than when I came aboard your ship. If you will swear to that, I will come back. If you will not… I do not think you will be able to catch me.”

Jason laughed. “Oh you fools both! Is not a forced answer more often a lie than the truth? Yes, I swear that if Eurydice comes aboard the Argo she will arrive in Colchis unbruised and used in no way against her will, no worse in heart and mind from any cause I could prevent than when I first saw her. What I cannot promise is that she will be welcomed by the rest of the crew. Some are more bitter than I against women.”

“That is as it will be.” Orpheus agreed. “If the crew prefers to wander at large without a guide rather than take a woman aboard, that is acceptable to me. So long as the girl can go as freely as she came, whatever the rest decide I will be content.”

For a moment Eurydice stood staring at them, as surprised by Orpheus’ stated indifference to whether or not she would be accepted as she had been by his swift move to protect her. She shook her head slightly; this was not the moment to try to puzzle out his intentions. Then, without a second glance at her, Jason turned away and began to walk to where the men were still at work. After another momentary hesitation, one just long enough to pull Orpheus’ cloak around her again and murmur the look-past-me spell, except for the one word that would invoke it, she followed the two men. She did not think she would need the spell. She had seen the crew’s response to Jason’s authority and did not doubt—if he kept his word—that she would be allowed to leave in peace if they would not take her. Still, it was better to be safe than sorry, and she kept a good distance between Jason and herself when she stepped out from under the trees.

He nodded when he saw her and gestured to the men in the water to come out, saying to Heracles, who was preparing to lift a full cask, “Leave it, Heracles. I have a problem to put to the crew. Orpheus has charmed a bird out of the forest, a bird that can sing a song of Colchis.” And then went on to tell them what Eurydice had promised and the price she had asked.

“It’s only a foreign boy,” Hylas’ whine protested. “Wring it out of him. I do not want another boy aboard.”

“I am not a boy,” Eurydice said, but this time she did not open the cloak to show her body.

“Then why is your hair cut short?” one of the men who had been in the water asked. “Dishonest whores are shaved.”

“I am not a whore,” she snapped. “I am selling information, not my body. You can judge my honesty for yourselves. As I said to Lord Jason, if you find me dishonest, you can drop me overboard. As to why my hair is short, it is to save me from being snatched at by such ‘honorable men’ as you, who pass judgment before you hear whether there has been a crime.”

“Why are we even talking about this?” Heracles’ deep voice asked. “If the girl desires passage away from this land, where she says she is in danger, we must take her.”

“Heracles!” Hylas cried. “Do you not care what I feel?”

“There is nothing for you to feel, sweet boy,” Heracles said, smiling at him. “She has nothing to do with you.”

Despite her tension and concern, Eurydice could not help noticing that the boy was again wearing his chiton and that it was quite dry. Apparently he had not, after all, been forced to help fill the casks. Then the little flicker of amusement was quenched by a light touch, not on her body but within it—a Seeking. She barely prevented herself from gathering her strength and thrusting it forth. It was a gentle, tentative touch, either designed not to force its way against resistance or lacking the Power to do so. In either case, it could not harm her and to thrust it out would imply she had something to hide and, worse, would expose her strength.

“She is a woman, and Gifted,” another man said slowly. “She might be a danger to us.”

“No, I do not think so.” Idmon had been staring steadily at Eurydice. “She has a spell prepared, but it is for defense only and I think that is her way. I do not sense anger in her nor dishonesty. I would say take her.”

“What,” Hylas exclaimed, “another Seer? For all the good you or Mopsus has been—”

“If Hylas does not want her, I say we take her,” a superbly muscled but short man with curly dark hair shouted.

Another, who looked exactly like the one who had just spoken, laughed. “I agree with Castor!” he exclaimed.

“You always agree with Castor, Polydeuces,” the wet man who had called Eurydice a whore remarked.

“That’s what twins are for, Ankaios,” Polydeuces said smugly. “And Castor always agrees with me. That way we have two votes instead of one for and one against, which results in nothing. I know you are a good steersman, but you have to know which way to go. If the girl has an idea to offer us, why not take it?”

“She’s offered us nothing,” Ankaios replied.

“So much will I offer,” Eurydice said. “The man who knows the way to Colchis lives to the east, past the Hellespont.”

There was a silence, then Ankaios shrugged and remarked, “Well, we were going east anyhow. Since her advice will not change any plans, why not take her since Idmon says she is harmless, and—”

“In fact, you must take her,” Idmon broke in suddenly. He turned to Jason. “You know I will not finish this voyage with you. I Saw that when I came aboard. Whether that is the reason or simply that I sense less and less as we travel away from my temple, I do not know. But this I See. She will do the ship and crew no harm and one aboard the Argo will need her and will be saved from death by her.”

“So be it,” Jason said. “Every man in my crew is precious to me. If she will do the others no harm and save one, then the woman is welcome.” He turned to Orpheus. “Take her down to the ship and see if you can find some suitable garments for her.” Then he grinned. “Hylas’ chitons should fit her well.”

A cry of outrage went up, and Hylas dashed past them down the trail to the ship. Orpheus laughed and when he came to her side, Eurydice said, “I had rather go naked, I think. Can you imagine having to listen to that voice all day, every day, complaining about his deprivation?”

“Rather than that, I would go naked and give you every garment I have,” Orpheus replied as he led her down the rough path toward the ship. “But Jason was only jesting. There is a common chest from which those who damage their clothes can draw. Fortunately neither that nor the ordinary ship’s stores were taken when we went ashore at Lemnos, or most of us would have nothing but what we had on our backs when we escaped and nothing to eat.”

“There are fish in plenty,” Eurydice said, “and game and roots and mushrooms. I had no weapons for taking the larger beasts, but I was not really starving.”

“Fish?” Orpheus raised his brows. “We are not that hungry, nor likely to be. When the casks are full the crew will hunt. They planned to look for a town or village to ask directions.”

He looked curiously at Eurydice when he said that, wondering if she would show concern. If she did, it was likely she had lied about herself or the people in the area. She looked back calmly, however, clearly indifferent to whether they would find anyone. Orpheus asked, “Do you know of any inhabitants?”

“I do not think there are any settled places as you go down to where the land ends. There is a small village to the northeast.” She smiled at him. “I have not gone anywhere near it because I did not want them to know I existed, so I can’t say anything about the people.” She shrugged. “If they are like those of other small villages, however, you will find them both superstitious and ignorant.”

Orpheus bit back an angry retort. He came from a small village, which he loved very much. Those people might be ignorant and superstitious, but they had other qualities—kindness, a willingness to share whatever little they had, a sense of responsibility for one’s fellows—that were far more important than a wide knowledge of the world. If Eurydice had never learned that, he thought, it was too bad.

“I do not find village people so distasteful,” he said. “I come from a small village myself and the people there were very kind to me. From their own small resources, they hired a teacher for me when they understood I had a special skill in music.”

Eurydice grinned. “I was born in a village too, and they had sense enough to send me off to the temple of the Goddess to be trained and educated. I was grateful for that, but it does not make them easier to talk to or less ignorant and superstitious.”

To that truth, Orpheus could make no real reply, particularly because he felt an unseemly impulse to return her grin. During his last visit home, he had been sorely tried by the village elders, who persisted in giving him advice that was totally useless. The next moment, the impulse and the memory it stirred made him ashamed of himself, which made him angry at Eurydice. He uttered a kind of grunt and hurried her along down the path to the ship. He was finding Eurydice an uncomfortable responsibility.

After rather stiffly introducing Eurydice to the men guarding the ship, Orpheus found her a cloak and a chiton in the common chest. When he returned to the group near the river, he reported what she had said to Jason. The last of the casks was just being set into a carrier to be returned to the ship, and Jason listened with interest.

“I am almost inclined to believe her,” Jason said, “but it is not wise to take even the most reasonable statements from strangers on trust. And since we need to hunt anyway, we might just as well look around for ourselves.”

Orpheus agreed without hesitation. Because he did not use a bow—to save his fingers from calluses in the wrong places—he joined the party of exploration headed for the village Eurydice had mentioned. There he was given a vivid exhibition of the truth of Eurydice’s remarks. The inhabitants of the village were, indeed, poor and incredibly ignorant. Not only did they look utterly blank and shake their heads when Ankaios asked about Colchis, but they did not seem to be very sure of the name of their own land, one giving it one name and another calling it something else. All they had in the village was fish—fresh, dried, and rotten. Someone remarked to Orpheus as they hurried away without really searching the place that the village had no walls. Gagging, Orpheus pointed out they needed none, nor any defense. Had not the stench driven the heroes of the Argo into flight?

Though they ranged up the seacoast and some leagues inland, they found no other town or village nor any sign—like woodcutters’ trails—that there were other inhabitants. When the light started to fail, they broke off what was plainly a fruitless enterprise. And after the parties of men who had separated to hunt and explore all returned to the ship to share game and information, Orpheus learned that Eurydice had spoken the truth about the rest of the area as well as about the village and villagers—at least as far as the men had gone. There was no sign of inhabitants to the southwest; however, they had seen no sign of the land ending either.

Orpheus found himself oddly irritated by this evidence of Eurydice’s honesty. On the one hand, he was pleased that his decision to bring her to Jason had been justified; on the other, her good faith demanded the same from him, which meant he was still burdened by his responsibility for her. She had been drawn by his music, after all, so he was bound to shield her from any danger that attraction brought upon her.

Unfortunately, Orpheus was afraid she would not be easy to protect or even grateful for his efforts. She had not hesitated in stating what assurances she wanted from Jason; a properly behaved female would have waited for him to speak for her. And there was a boldness in her great, dark eyes, which she never lowered as a modest woman should, and a kind of confidence in her unbowed head and straight back that set his teeth on edge. Still, much about her cried out for protection: she was so small and looked so fragile; her movements were so light and quick, like a little bird’s; and she had been badly treated, cast out by her own people.

When they gathered around the fires for their evening meal, most of Orpheus’ doubts were dissipated—at least for the moment. Eurydice made her way to his side, avoiding the eyes of the other men. She was clean and fresh and modestly garbed, the man’s chiton he had found being long enough to reach her ankles, and the cloak covering her bare arms and shoulders. He took her to Jason, who greeted her pleasantly after invoking and sacrificing to the gods, and who nodded kindly when she asked if she might pour a libation to her Goddess. Plainly Jason was well pleased by the confirmation of the facts Eurydice had been willing to share. Probably, he was hoping she really did know of someone who could direct them to Colchis. If so, his quest would have taken a giant leap forward. Orpheus almost grinned when Jason apologized to her for having to join the men for their meal and gestured her to a seat nearby, but his amusement over the smooth way Jason was trying to keep their informant both close and satisfied evaporated immediately.

“You need not apologize to me,” Eurydice said, smiling brilliantly. “Thracian women do not eat apart from their men.”

It was only a small setback, because after that she devoted herself to her meal, speaking softly only to him and comparing with him the experience of being a student of music and traveling around the courts in Greece and of being a student in the temple and learning from tales and tablets and scrolls of parchment. Both were enjoying themselves until Jason rose and declared that, the water casks being full and fresh meat sufficient for several days wrapped and hung, they would sail east in the morning.

“East?” Eurydice exclaimed, also rising to her feet. “But I thought you wished to travel through the Hellespont.”

Everyone turned to look at her. Orpheus gasped with mortification and pulled at her cloak, and to his rage and horror she slapped his hand away.

Looking affronted, Jason said, “So we do.”

“Well, you will never reach the Hellespont by sailing east,” Eurydice said. “You must sail first west and then south until you go around the southern tip of the Chersonesus before you can sail east into the Hellespont.”

“Nonsense,” Tiphys, the chief steersman, said angrily. “We sailed east from Lemnos, and east of Lemnos is Troas.”

“I do not know where Lemnos is, so I cannot argue with you about that,” Eurydice answered sharply. “I know that the southern coast of the Hellespont is, indeed, Troas, but I also know the ground on which my feet are set and I tell you, if you sail east from here, you will come to the coast of Thrace, which will force you to turn north and then west toward Macedon.”

“You have been to sea?” Tiphys countered, sneering slightly. “You have sailed this route?”

“One does not have to sail a ship to know the land on which one stands,” Eurydice snapped back. “In any case, if you had come ashore on Troas, you would have to sail north to reach the Hellespont. This land is not Troas.”

“Why not?” Hylas piped up, laughing.

The question was so idiotic that Eurydice’s mouth opened and closed without a sound.

Others laughed, too, despite the general distaste for Hylas. The idea of a woman telling Tiphys, who had brought them across the open sea—out of sight of land—to a safe shore, how to steer was so ridiculous that even Hylas’ silliness was supported.

With a superior smile, Hylas continued, “What can a house-bound woman know? She hears a man say, ‘This is Chersonesus,’ and Chersonesus it is to her. Perhaps this small place is called Chersonesus. What matter?”

By then Eurydice had got her mouth closed. Her gaze flicked to Orpheus, but he sat silent, and her eyes lit with fury. She had just finished telling him, while they ate, of her education in the temple of the Goddess. He knew she was no house-bound woman, no uneducated fool. Why would he not speak out and say so? Apparently, he was not the man she thought he was when he seemed to confront Jason to support her. Drawing breath, she turned to look at Jason.

“I have warned you,” she said. “I am in no hurry, so it is no matter to me which way you sail. Just do not blame me the day after tomorrow when the evening sun shines into your eyes as you sail ‘east’ toward the Hellespont.”

Jason looked across the fire at the two Seers who sat together. “Well?” he asked. “The woman has been right about everything she said—not that she said much—so far. Is she right about being unable to reach the Hellespont by sailing east? Is it possible that some wind or current drove us farther north than we believed?”

Tiphys frowned at that. It had been as much the shock he felt at a woman speaking up so boldly as any certainty of their landfall that had caused his protest. The Hellespont, he knew was a narrow passage. If they had somehow sailed into it, he should be able to see land to the north—and there was none. Moreover, it was true that the route to the Hellespont along the coast of Troas was north. He was beginning to be sorry he had raised his voice against Eurydice.

Mopsus shook his head at Jason. “I feel land ahead, but whether that is a league ahead, ten leagues ahead, or the mountains at the far end of the world, I cannot tell you. It is not my art, Jason. I can look at a man and say he will win renown, or die unknown, or even sometimes that he will succeed in what he strives for tomorrow, but I cannot point you in the direction of Colchis and say what kind of land you must overpass to reach it.”

“Have you tried to read this woman, Mopsus.”

“Of course, but I have discovered nothing you do not already know. I do not sense hate or spite in her—only a little contempt, which might mean that she is more powerful than she claims. Also, there is a feel of truth about her, and equally a feel of hidden things, which might be only what she admitted she is hiding—the name and place of residence of the one who knows the way to Colchis—or might be deep spells overlaid with spells of concealment.”

Jason glanced down at Eurydice, but the firelight was too uncertain to let him read behind the open expression. She seemed mildly amused, but the half lidded eyes and slightly curved lips hid her considerable shock. Eurydice had not expected so clear and accurate a reading from Mopsus. That he could sense magic so well was an additional danger.

She hastily pushed those thoughts aside, feeling the silence growing too long while Jason looked at her. Raising her eyes to Jason she made herself sigh in a long-suffering way. “I never saw any of you before in my life. I never heard of any of you before. I have no reason to feel anything other than gratitude to you for helping me escape those who fear me for no reason. I do not even know why you wish to go to Colchis—and I do not care. If I had deep spells of such danger that they needed to be overlaid with concealments, I ask again, why do I need to hide and escape my pursuers and why have I bothered to beg you to help me instead of demanding that you do so? What profit could I gain from delaying you or sending you to sail in the wrong direction? Since I am going with you, could you not soon revenge yourselves on me if I gave bad advice?”

“Certainly you might gain from misdirecting us,” Jason retorted. “You could be sending us off to a place where pirates would meet us or could delay us so they will have time to gather and attack us when we are forced to retrace our route.”

“And coming with you to be slaughtered?” Eurydice replied, sighing again. “That would make sense only if I were staying ashore.”

“That’s true enough, Jason,” Castor said. Then he asked Eurydice, “How far is it to the end of the land where it turns toward the Hellespont, if we sailed west as you suggested?”

“Two days’ walk,” she replied. “Less, really. It took me two days to reach this place from there, but I spent some time gathering food and resting. I was not in any hurry. Once I came to the end of the land and knew I could go no farther and could not escape that way, I had only the choice of returning and being taken by my enemies if I could not find a way past them.”

“Ten leagues, then?” Polydeuces suggested. When Eurydice first shrugged and then nodded, he said to Jason, “That is less than a full day’s sail. She knew about the village and she knew the land is empty to the southwest, so her claim to traveling around is likely true. And this will be a good test. If we find the Hellespont by the day after tomorrow, Eurydice can stay; if not, we can put her ashore—”

“Oh, no, you will not wish to do that,” Eurydice interrupted, laughing. “Remember those pirates that Lord Jason expects to fall upon you on your return. Surely you will wish to keep me aboard so you can slit my throat when they appear and threaten you.”

Orpheus lifted his head. The movement drew her eyes and she saw his affronted stare. Eurydice shrugged again, but she fell silent, recalling she had thought, when she first met the men by the river, that it would be unwise to antagonize Jason. Orpheus’ expression was a warning. She had been stupid to show her contempt, and she had better find a way to apologize that would not merely exacerbate what she had said. Fortunately, Idmon saved her again by suddenly rising and holding out his hand.

“You will not put her ashore,” he said. “She will be with the Argo still when you reach Colchis. So much I Saw when she first came to us at the riverbank. Nor do I feel any immediate threat of battle. I cannot See the path we should follow, but does it not seem reasonable to you, if I have Seen her at Colchis, that we take her advice about the direction?”

“But to sail west when we have been going east all along does not seem reasonable,” Tiphys murmured querulously.

“It is as much south as west,” Eurydice suggested in a much softer, placating voice.

“And we were coming east across open water,” Ankaios said. “It is hard to keep a direction over open water. If we went only a little north…”

“We would have come upon, or at least sighted, Imbros,” Tiphys pointed out.

“You were even farther north than you thought,” Eurydice put in eagerly. “If you sail southwest, as I said, and the weather is clear, you should see Imbros off to the north around midday,” Then she turned her head toward Jason. “I beg your pardon, Lord Jason, for sounding as if you were foolish to think of pirates. I had forgotten Imbros. There is no danger on the Chersonesus, at least not to the southwest, but there may be on Imbros.”

“We are strong enough not to fear pirates,” Jason said. “What do you say, Tiphys?”

Tiphys looked at Eurydice. “When you traveled southwest, you are sure you saw land to the north out in the ocean?” he asked her, and when she nodded, he said to Jason, “The wind was from the west when we lost sight of Lemnos—and perhaps a little from the south also, perhaps more from the south than I thought. In any case, I do not think we could have been blown so far south in our course as to reach the part of Troas from which Tenedos can be seen. Perhaps, woman or not, she knows where she is.”

Jason looked around the fire. “Are we agreed, then? We will sail southwest along the coast of this land for a full day and see if we come to the end of the land.”

There were murmurs of agreement, a few grumbling doubts about taking directions from a woman, but no more serious protests. Eurydice made no response to the complaints, giving her attention to finishing her meal without speaking again. Someone called for a song, and Orpheus threw the leaves on which his portion had rested into the fire and uncased the cithara. He gave them a common sea song, one that Eurydice knew, but she was enthralled all over again, as were most of the crew. Jason, however, shook his head when the last notes died away and voices were raised for another song. Jason was resistant to Orpheus’ charms, Eurydice thought, as he chose the members of the crew who would stand watch and suggested that, when the fire died, the others would do well to seek their blankets.

Orpheus did not wait for that. He promptly slipped the cithara back into its case, rose to his feet, and said brusquely to Eurydice, “Come with me.”

Somewhat resentful of the enchantment that had enfolded her while he sang—even though she longed for it to be renewed—she reminded herself of how he had failed her. She looked up at him, lips parted to voice a curt refusal, then thought better of it and also got to her feet. She would be a fool to allow resentment to make her forget she would be far safer if she let the other men think she belonged to Orpheus. She would not have minded being his woman; there was something extraordinarily charming about him—a kind of innocence—but she had no intention of granting any favor to a man who would not speak up for her. Orpheus led her back to the boat, and Eurydice nearly balked. Then she realized that the privacy he sought to make use of her would serve equally well for her to tell him what she thought of him without making the whole crew aware of her feelings.

 


Chapter Three

 

Eurydice had lagged somewhat behind Orpheus as he climbed the ladder to board the ship, considering which defensive spell she should use and before she decided realizing she dared use none. Mopsus would sense the spell at once; he was already suspicious of her strength, and she knew it would be foolish to expose it over so small a thing as a single unwelcome coupling. And it might not come to that. She knew a few tricks to discourage a man that did not involve magic.

She hesitated again when she saw Orpheus going forward toward the prow of the ship where there was a platform that sheltered stores from the rain. Then she decided that she need not follow him into the dark under the decking. It would be better to have the matter out with him once and for all. When she caught up with him, he was bending over several blankets, which he had spread on the deck. Eurydice stiffened with outrage. How dare he! Without even saying a word.

“For what do you think those are necessary?” she hissed.

“For sleeping,” Orpheus responded, his attention still on the blankets, which he seemed to be feeling. “I—”

“Not you with me,” Eurydice snarled. “A man who will not stand up and say I am right when he knows I am right will share no blanket with me.”

Orpheus jerked upright and around to face her. His face looked dark in the waning light. Eurydice thought he might be flushed with anger, but perhaps it was only from stooping. His voice was flat and contemptuous when he said, “Who would want to share a blanket with you? You are bold beyond bearing. No decent woman would rise up in a council of men and speak without invitation.”

Eurydice had been shocked, even a little hurt, by the insult in Orpheus’ first sentence, but that hurt was swallowed up by the idiocy of the last. Her eyes wide, her brows raised, she cried, “You mean for the sake of modesty—your modesty, not mine, for Thracian women are not downtrodden worms—I should have let you all waste several days sailing in the wrong direction?”

There was a heartbeat’s hesitation, which showed Eurydice that her shaft had gone home, before Orpheus snarled, “It would not have come to that. Jason knows you are a native here. He would have asked you. Then you could have replied with decency.”

“Would he have asked me?” Eurydice whooped with laughter. “After all, what can a house-bound woman know? By Greek reckoning, not even the name of the country in which she lives.”

“Well, the villagers did not know the name of the country,” Orpheus countered smugly.

Eurydice laughed again. “You fool! I was the one who called them ignorant, but I did not mean about such things. I doubt any one of them told you his right name, and that was not for lack of knowing it. They were afraid! They expected you to steal from them and then tell your fellows where they were so that others would come and steal, too. They hoped by misnaming the place they might not be found.”

“Steal from them?” Orpheus echoed in surprise, completely distracted from the original subject. “What had they for us to steal?”

“I doubt they had anything, except maybe fish, which you scorn, but is their livelihood. But there may have been a few silver spoons, or a good knife or two, or even a sword.”

“So they were lying? Do you mean they might have lied about knowing something of Colchis, too?”

“I cannot answer that,” Eurydice said, smiling. She was ready to set aside her original resentment. If Orpheus was willing to accept her rejection and wished to drop that subject, she would be glad to help. “I would not think so,” she continued thoughtfully, and then smiled again. “But for me to say that they know nothing when I am, so far, your only source of information might seem a little suspicious. However, I do not see how they could know, unless Colchis was close by. I doubt most of them have traveled as far as Thrace on land or to Imbros by boat.”

Orpheus recalled the wretched hovels, the incredible stink; the people were wretchedly poor and would not have the money or time to spare for traveling. He also remembered the utter blankness they displayed when questioned about Colchis compared with the shrinking and shifting eyes that accompanied answers to other questions and decided that Eurydice might be right about this, as she had been about the village itself. He knew, too, that the people of his own village, which was larger and richer than this one, would gladly tell tales about places beyond their reach while keeping a tight-lipped silence about village affairs. So if the villagers had heard tales of magic Colchis, they probably would have been glad to retell them, hoping to distract their unwelcome visitors with wonders far away.

In any case, he thought, picking up the two blankets he considered the least thin and ragged, it was too dark to do anything about Eurydice’s revelation tonight. He could mention it to Jason in the morning and let him decide whether to send another party to the village.

When he turned, Eurydice was already making her way back toward the ladder that would take her to the ground. The sight of her retreating back struck him with a sense of loss for something he had not even thought of before she put the idea into his head. The blankets in his arms reminded him of her unjust accusation and Orpheus was suddenly furious.

“Woman,” he bellowed, and threw the blankets at her. “If you reject the modesty of a Greek woman, you cannot expect the courtesy such a woman deserves. Carry your own blankets!”

Eurydice had swung back toward him just as the blankets struck her. Tight-lipped fury was replaced by surprise at his words. “My own blankets?” This time it was Eurydice’s turn to echo what she had heard. She could think of nothing else to say. If Orpheus had just been choosing the best of the leftovers for her, she thought, all at once feeling very happy, she had done him a grave injustice.

“Well, they are mine,” Orpheus said, rather gruffly, now ashamed of himself, “but you must have something for sleeping.”

He felt terribly guilty as he spoke. He had better blankets and his village upbringing told him he should have shared, one good and one ragged one, with her. But his purpose had not been selfish, he reminded himself. He had not offered that sharing because he did not want the men to think he was claiming her—and for fear she would believe exactly what she had believed without cause, that he wanted payment of the only kind she had to give. Yet despite her unjust suspicions of him—and she might have cause for that, he knew—she seemed so delighted, clutching to her the shabby cloth she had picked up, he felt mean for not offering better.

Now she came closer. “If I misread what you were doing, I am very sorry,” she said softly. “But there is no need for you to give up your blankets. I am accustomed to making do with dry grass and leaves, and with the cloak you have already given me, I will be warm enough.” She held the blankets out to him. “Take them back, please.”

“I have others,” he said. “I keep the castoffs for wrapping my instrument in bad weather. Wait.” He went back under the decking, coming out with two folded parcels. He held one out to Eurydice, who had followed him. “Here, take this. It is thicker and warmer. I should have offered it to you, but…”

She shook her head and laughed. “But I have been very busy offending you and making you angry—”

“No, that was not the reason,” he interrupted indignantly. “I did not want you to think…just what you thought!”

Eurydice laughed again. “Then you are all the kinder to forgive me, but I am more than content with what I have. So long as you are sure your instrument will not suffer. For the pleasure it gave me and will give me in the future, I would gladly forgo any minor comfort.”

Now Orpheus urged her more strongly to take the good blanket, but she resisted, laughing, and started toward the ladder again. Others had come aboard, some to take sleeping gear ashore and some to unroll pallets on the deck. Eurydice was relieved when Orpheus followed her. She still thought safety lay in being “Orpheus’ woman” but believed it even more dangerous to share the cramped space aboard with the men.

In fact, Orpheus also avoided the crowded conditions on the ship’s deck whenever he could. For some reason he could not understand, his singing raised the notion in his companions that he was in the market for a lover, and such close contiguity often brought proposals. Although he explained that his rejection was not personal and he was one of those who found only women to his taste, there was some awkwardness in a situation where neither he nor the suitor he had rejected could get away from each other. He was glad that Eurydice wanted to sleep on the beach.

Once ashore, she dropped behind and waited for him to choose a spot. He felt a little surprised—he had expected her to find her own sleeping place and argue when he stayed near, so he was very pleased when she followed him and dropped one blanket near his. For all her bold talk, Orpheus thought, apparently she did desire his protection. He was too wise to mention it and felt indulgent enough to smother his grin and ask courteously if he could help her spread her blankets.

“Not yet,” she said. “When I come back you can help me, and we will both be more comfortable.”

Orpheus blinked and frowned at her retreating back. “We will both be more comfortable” seemed to imply doubling the blankets and sharing, but she had made it plain enough on the ship that she would not… Oh, what a fool he was. She doubtless wanted to relieve herself; it was more difficult for a woman than for a man who needed only to step behind a tree. When he remembered she had taken one blanket with her, he felt pleased at that sign of modesty. She had seemed completely indifferent to the way her body was exposed by her ragged clothes; he would not have been surprised if she was as indifferent as a man who saw her clear her bladder and bowels. The idea was contagious. When she had disappeared under the trees, Orpheus followed her example, taking care to seek shelter well apart from the direction she had taken.

Returning, he sat down and lifted the cithara from his shoulder. He was so used to the weight, that he did not feel it until he laid the instrument aside. But freed from it, he stretched luxuriously and rubbed the place where the strap had hollowed his flesh a little. He moved the cithara clear of his feet and it twanged softly; the note from the loosened string brought to mind a chord from “The Women of Lemnos,” and he hummed the line, recast it in his mind, moving his head a little to the music he was imagining. That line of the song led to another, and another. He reached for the cithara case to get out his writing tablet, and realized it was completely dark. On the beach that did not matter much; the stars were so bright that one could still see. In the woods, however, it must be black as pitch. Orpheus stood up, suddenly alarmed. Where was Eurydice?

First he was frightened for her, little frail bird that she was, alone in the woods. Then he reminded himself that they had only her word that she was alone. True, they had found no one, but she had hidden successfully from Jason and the men—from him also, until she had voluntarily come forward. Could not others hide as well? Now he became alarmed for his companions. Could she have left to summon those who would attack them? He gazed anxiously around and listened until his ears ached, and when he heard a crackling in the brush, he whirled to face the sound, ready to call an alarm.

Only one small figure came out of the shadows under the trees, but Orpheus remained tense, his eyes scanning the edge of the beach even after Eurydice reached him. It was only when she dropped a huge bundle from her back that he looked down and realized she had brought a pile of bracken, dead leaves, and dry grass out of the forest. It had been comfort for sleeping she had been seeking among the trees, not enemies to kill them.

“You can have half,” she said, “if you will help me roll the other half into the blanket. “I can pile the stuff into a cloth and tie the edges, but I never seem able to wrap it into a long pad.”

“Thank you,” Orpheus said, smiling. “Would you believe I have never had sense enough—in all the long years I have been traveling—to think of wrapping leaves and grass in my blanket. I have pushed them together and laid the blanket atop them, which as you know is useless because they flatten and scatter as soon as one lies down on them, but I never thought to make a pallet out of them.”

While he spoke, he had pulled a second blanket alongside the pile of leafy debris. By feel, it was the other one he had given her, thin and scratchy. Once she had wrapped the leaves in it, she would have to accept the softer, warmer blanket as a cover, and that was only fair, since she had provided more comfort than that softer blanket would.

Eurydice laughed lightly at his confession. “I am sure that was because you spent few enough nights out in the open,” she said. “Much as you travel, it was mostly from town to town, inn to inn, or great house to great house.” As she spoke, she began to divide the mass of leaves and push half of it onto the second blanket.

“Yes,” he agreed, “but sometimes I got caught between guestings and had to sleep in the open.”

Orpheus helped from the other side, moving the material she had offered into the center of the second cloth, then moving around opposite Eurydice and asking how he could help.

“Just pick up your end, lift it over the packing, and tuck it under.”

“But if I do that, all the leaves will fall out,” Orpheus pointed out. “Better push the stuff back into the middle and wrap first one end and then the other around it.”

“But it will be a lump right in the middle,” Eurydice protested.

“No more than it would be at the end if you spread it out in a line.”

Eurydice burst into a trill of laughter. “You are not the only idiot in the world,” she said through her chuckles, and set about following his instructions.

With one of them at each end, it was easy to fold the blankets and roll them over. Eurydice pretended to be cross when Orpheus handed her the thick, soft cover.

“You are a very stubborn man,” she said, “and will get your own way by hook or by crook.”

“No,” he protested, his voice redolent of innocence. “I am a practical man. I did not want my good blanket full of sticks and dead leaves.” Then he: laughed. “Every man likes to have his own way.”

“Every woman, also,” Eurydice remarked.

Orpheus wondered if that was a warning, but he only asked, “You are not going to insist that we undo the pallets, are you?”

She laughed softly and settled into her bed, slipping off her sandals, shaking out the warm blanket, and drawing it over her. “No. I am fair enough to acknowledge when I am beaten…and not so stupid as to cut off my nose to spite my face.”

The moon had not yet risen, but there was light enough for Eurydice to see Orpheus repeat her actions, except that he drew the cithara onto the pallet with him. She remembered then that the only time he had parted with the instrument was when he went back to join the men who were going to hunt. Probably that was to protect it in case of any violent action, but it also meant that he did not use it to charm the wild creatures into quiescence with his music.

She was glad he did not use the Power he wielded for drawing innocents to their deaths. In fact, it made her glance toward him again with more respect than she had felt for any of these men until this moment. Eurydice knew how very few of the Gifted would practice the same restraint as Orpheus. Of all of those she knew, only the old wisewoman, who had first trained her when she was a child, and the High Priestess of the temple, who had taken over her training when the aging village wisewoman felt she was not strong enough to control her pupil’s Power if it ran amok.

Orpheus shifted in his bed and Eurydice hastily withdrew her eyes, fearing that he would feel her attention. She did not want to unsettle his acceptance of her refusal to couple with him—or did she? Was she unwilling?

He was not nearly as perfect a specimen of manhood as most of the crew. They were all handsome and muscled as to almost be caricatures. But Orpheus was greater than all of them, not so much because he could turn them all to stone with his music, but because he would not. Eurydice smiled. He had something else, too—a kind of innocence. She believed now that he had never intended to use her, that the idea had not even entered his mind before she had accused him.

Her lips pursed. That was not very flattering. She glanced at him and away again. Should she change his mind about that? Shame! she told herself. That would be a heartless and disgusting thing to do, if she did not want the man for himself. Even setting aside the music… No, that was ridiculous. One could not set aside such music.

Well, then, did she want the man, music and all? She turned restlessly. She was not ready to answer that question. Her body had tensed as if she were being tested and had to find an answer, but after a moment it relaxed and she nearly laughed aloud. There was not the slightest need to answer the question now. She would have tomorrow and tomorrow, many tomorrows, to make up her mind. She did not need to decide, after all, until they reached Colchis.

A few minutes later Orpheus moved again. Eurydice did not notice. She had had an exhausting day, not physically, for she was hardened to physical exertion, but a day full of anxiety mingled with hope, which was more tiring. Having reminded herself that she was, at least for the moment, safe and could look forward to tomorrow, perhaps many tomorrows, with confidence, she had quickly fallen asleep.

From his new position Orpheus had only to turn his head to see Eurydice. The starlight was not enough to make out her features, but it showed him her small body curled even smaller under the blanket. Poor little thing, she was cold. Perhaps he should have chosen a place for her by the fire, but he had thought the night warm enough. He had forgotten that small people are chilled more easily. Guilt made him irritable. Idiot woman, he thought, if she was cold, why did she not say so?

Before the thought was finished, he felt himself flushing because he knew the answer. Believing what she did about his intentions, she could not mention being cold for fear of the method he might suggest to warm her. His ears felt hot—and not only his ears.

Resolutely he turned his back on Eurydice. If he felt lecherous, it was her fault, all hers. He had not even thought of coupling until she accused him of planning to do so. In fact, until she had said she would not share his blankets, he was certain it would be years before he felt the smallest interest in a woman. On Lemnos if it was not one creeping into your bed and playing with you until you woke ready, it was another, naked and beckoning, waiting for you on a path you thought safe. After nearly a year with ten to twenty women to a man, he would not have believed any blandishment could stimulate him.

The word “blandishment” made him choke back a laugh. What Eurydice had offered were certainly not blandishments, verbal or physical. A new surge of need took him by surprise for the thoughts of Lemnos had cooled his mind and body. But that was mad! He could not want a woman solely because she did not want him.

Well, no, not solely for that reason. When she was not infuriating him, she was…interesting. She was very different from Greek women, particularly from the girls in his village among whom he would eventually seek a wife. They were tall and fair, not tiny little blackamoors; they were strong of body, not frail and quick as birds; and they kept their voices soft and their eyes carefully downcast. It was very hard to know what one of the village girls thought—if they thought at all beyond weaving and sewing. Eurydice, however… Eurydice’s bold black eyes watched everything, every expression, every gesture and movement of body, and there was no difficulty at all in knowing what she thought. She said what she thought far too clearly! Eurydice was a bold bawd.

No, not a bawd, Orpheus thought contritely. She certainly had not invited the attention of any of the men. Bold as her glance was, there was nothing at all provocative in it. And she had said from the beginning that she was selling information, not her body. Orpheus grinned. A minx she was, but not a bawd. He wriggled his shoulders against the padding of leaves and grasses, savoring his comfort—she did think and had some good ideas, too. The thought spun away as he drifted toward sleep, but surfaced again for a moment—they would discover tomorrow just how good her ideas were. If he could teach her to be—no, to appear—more modest. Orpheus smiled and slept.

* * *

Eurydice woke to see the bulk of the black ship looming over her, and suddenly the reality of departure, perhaps forever, from her native land tightened her chest and closed her throat with panic. Once on board that ship, she would be utterly at the mercy of these strangers. Yes, she could protect herself for a while, but not for very long, and her use of Power against them could only drive them to greater excesses when she was drained. She had experience with that reaction.

She did not have to go. She could disappear into the forest. Jason had said he wished to leave. They would not bother to seek her, and even if they did, she could use the look-past-me spell. That would harm no one, and… No, she could not use any spell. Idmon or Mopsus would sense it. Her heart fluttered, stopping her breath. She was trapped.

Eurydice twitched in an involuntary response to the desire to leap up and run away and hide, and Orpheus’ beautiful voice came from behind her. “You are awake. Good. The tide is at its lowest ebb and will soon be turning. When it is in, we will float the ship and leave. You had better get up to wash and…ah…do whatever else is needful.”

The band terror had locked around Eurydice’s breast was unlocked by that last phrase. It was impossible to be terrified by a man who danced so gingerly around the word “piss.” She turned and sat up and could not help smiling at him, obviously just himself awakened for his hair was all tousled and he yawned widely. But the ship loomed just beyond his shoulder, pitch-smeared sides black and threatening.

Obediently Eurydice rose, shook out her blanket, folded it and took the few steps toward Orpheus’ pallet to hand it to him. He did not seem to notice her, scrabbling in a kind of pack he had used as a pillow. He looked up before she had grown angry, however, and held out a drying cloth.

“Here,” he said, “you will need this.” Then he added in an aggrieved voice, “No, do not give the blanket to me. Roll it with the other and with the cloth. Those are yours. I have enough to carry without adding your things—” he patted the cithara case. “But you can stow your bundle with mine once we go aboard.”

The generosity, covered by the querulous tone—so that she would not have to thank him—brought a lump to Eurydice’s throat. Before she could swallow it and find her voice, perhaps even burst out with her fears, Orpheus threw back his head, sniffed, and got to his feet.

“The cooks are at work,” he said, grinning. “I’ll go and wash and then get us something to eat.”

His departure left her free to flee since they had settled some distance away from most of the other men, who had lain down closer to the fire. Perversely, the freedom reduced her impulse to run away. She laid down the blanket and looked back and up at the ship. It loomed just as large and black, but it was less ominous. It had been there all the previous afternoon, of course. She had even been aboard twice, once when Orpheus sought out clothes for her and again—she felt herself flush slightly—when she had misunderstood his kind intentions for intentions of another kind.

The behavior of the men also reduced her fears. It was very hard to continue to regard them as fearsome strangers. They were joking and shouting as they shed their clothing, pushing each other into the water, then those who had been pushed in pulling their attackers in with them, all shrieking over the cold, and splashing vigorously as they washed. Jason came down the stern ladder as she watched, dropped his cloak, pulled off his chiton, and joined the crowd of naked playful men. Men? They were more like rowdy boys.

Actually, she thought, watching with a purely aesthetic pleasure, they were more like animated works of art, some larger, some smaller, but each so smoothly yet heavily muscled, each in such perfect proportion. Her eyes leapt from one to another until they found what she had not realized she was seeking, the first slight imperfection—Orpheus’ hands. Not that they were not beautiful, long-fingered and graceful, but they were too large and he was not so broad-shouldered as the others, although his hips were lean enough and his thighs strong, and…

Eurydice turned away abruptly, aware that her pleasure was becoming more personal and less aesthetic. Besides, she was afraid that Orpheus’ head had begun to move toward her. Eurydice got up and walked rapidly away toward the other end of the cove. Then she shrank in on herself a little and glanced fearfully over her shoulder. If Orpheus had noticed her watching, had others also seen her looking at their naked bodies? They would regard that a wanton invitation, surely. But no one seemed to be looking in her direction.

The curve of the beach soon brought her to a position where the bulk of the Argo hid the men from her, and thus her from the men. She relieved herself quickly, but she could not bring herself to strip and she only laid aside her cloak, tucked her chiton up into her girdle and found a rock pool where she washed her feet, hands and arms, and face. She had done a much more thorough job of cleaning herself after Orpheus had left her the previous day, scrubbing herself and her tattered gown with sand before she donned the clean chiton he had given her. She wondered if the gown were still spread over the bench where she had left it to dry. If she went, she could ask about it.

If she went. There was nothing at all to stop her from slipping away. No one seemed at all interested in her, and once the tide came in they certainly would not delay their departure to look for her. She had forgotten that the huge ship—and the Argo was huge—had been beached at low tide so it could be refloated with little effort at high tide. Since the tides were once in twelve hours and sane men did not sail at night, when they might stray away from the sight of land and be lost on the trackless ocean or strike a reef hidden by the darkness, if they stayed to search for her they could not leave until the following day. So she had nothing to fear if she stayed—except Baltaseros and the townsfolk in Cobrys, who had wanted to sacrifice her and the priestesses, who might still be searching for her.

Shivering, Eurydice began to dry herself. Between two terrors, which did one choose? That which is less certain, she decided. She knew what would happen if the priestesses, the folk of Cobrys, or Baltaseros and his minions caught up with her. The priestesses would only immure her for life; the folk of Cobrys would kill her quickly, a knife in the heart or the throat; Baltaseros… No, she would not even think of what he might do to her, whereas the worst the men of the Argo would do would be to rape her and abandon her at the next place they beached the ship. And the likelihood was they would not harm her at all. They wanted to go to Colchis, and only she knew that Phineus of Salmydessus was the man who could tell them how to get there.

Without allowing herself time to raise more doubts, Eurydice went back to where she and Orpheus had slept. Avoiding thought, she busied herself with folding Orpheus’ blanket and laying the cithara case carefully on top. Then she emptied the grass and leaves from the pallets and shook them as clean as she could. She had started to roll the old blankets together when a shadow fell across her and she jumped and looked up apprehensively. Orpheus, both hands full, was laughing down at her.

“And you called me stubborn,” he said. “Did I not tell you to take the blanket you used?”

Relief gave Eurydice an almost irresistible urge to leap up and kiss him. Instead, she widened her eyes in a patently false expression of innocence and murmured in a little-girl voice, “But you said I should use it because you did not want your good blanket full of sticks and leaves—” However, when she saw the uncertainty, almost anxiety, on his face, she felt ashamed of teasing him and laughed too. “No, I forgot. I was just rolling up the two nearest.”

“I am glad to hear it,” he said. “I would soon have run out of excuses for you to keep the warmer one, and you need it. I saw last night that you were cold.”

Eurydice did not remember feeling cold, but she was oddly pleased that he had been watching her. “How can you ‘see’ a person is cold?” she asked, smiling and taking the portions of food from his hands. “Here, we can sit on the rolled blankets.”

“You were all curled up in a knot,” Orpheus replied, seating himself and taking the bowl of cooked grain seasoned with salt, bits of dried fruit and nut journey cake, and small pieces of the past night’s roast meat, which she handed back to him.

“I think that is just the way I sleep,” Eurydice said. “I don’t remember feeling cold.”

She could have told him that there are many things other than cold against which a body curls into defensive posture, but to name the horrors from which she had fled might make them real again, so she only smiled, shook her head, and addressed herself to her breakfast. She had barely finished scraping out the tasty mush and licking her fingers clean when Jason called aloud that the tide was turning and all must make ready to leave. Eurydice jumped up nervously, again unsure of whether she should make a dash for the forest or go aboard.

“There’s no need to rush,” Orpheus said. “Do you want more breakfast? The cooks will be passing out the leavings in the kettles before cleaning them. I can get another portion for you.”

The pleasant indifference in his voice calmed her. “No. I have had enough. Thank you. Will you have more, or should I clean the bowls?”

“You don’t have to do that,” he said.

“Why not?” she asked. “You have been kind to me and you fetched the food. It seems only reasonable for me to do my part of the chores.”

“Very well,” he agreed quickly, then added with a grimace, “I hoped you would offer. I hate to scrub anything with sand. It does something to my fingers.”

Eurydice glanced at him sidelong as she took the bowl. He was painfully honest, she thought, and she would do well to be equally honest—or as honest as she could be. This was a man who would make many allowances but not forgive a deception.

“I do not mind,” she said. “In fact, I would be glad to do any small task for you that I could. I told you I would not share your bed, and yet I would like to—to have the other men believe I am your woman. I would be safer, I think.”

He looked surprised, then nodded. “Very well. That was well thought of. Not that I believe any man in this crew would try to force you, or that Jason would permit it, for he will keep his promise that you arrive in Colchis unbruised and unused, in no worse state in heart and mind than when you boarded the Argo. But if the men believe you are already committed to me, they will be less inclined to try to win your attention or to quarrel with each other about doing so.”

Feeling very pleased with herself, Eurydice went down to the shoreline to clean the bowls. She did a good job, not hurrying, aware of the men shouting to each other in the background. When she returned, Orpheus, the cithara case, and the pack from which he had taken the drying cloth he gave her were gone. Her throat closed on a cry of panic, of fear of being left behind. In the next instant, she realized the ship was not yet surrounded by water and saw two rolls of blankets. She drew a deep breath and shook her head at her foolishness. One moment she was terrified of boarding the ship and the next she was equally terrified of the ship leaving without her.

The memory of her feeling of loss and abandonment made it much easier for her to shoulder the blanket rolls and carry them to the ladder that went up to the ship’s stern. She could not carry both up at once and her confidence was shaken a little by the organized chaos aboard. Some men were drawing out long oars from their resting places and fastening them into their leather locks while others returned to stowage stores brought ashore for the night and still others busied themselves around the mast and yards. Nonetheless, Eurydice was certain now that she feared being left more than she feared being aboard, so she went down and got the second blanket roll. Then her courage failed; she could not make herself push her way past the busy men to stow the blankets in the prow from where Orpheus had taken them, so she sat down on the blanket rolls, making herself small in the corner opposite the great steering sweep and watching for Orpheus.

 


Chapter Four

 

Eurydice grew calmer as the men hurried about their business without paying her the slightest attention. That calm was replaced by acute anxiety when, quite suddenly, nearly all the men rushed to the stern of the ship. Her anxiety was not for any fear of being attacked. It was quite clear the men were not in the least interested in her—if any had even noticed her; all were concentrating on getting down the ladder to the beach. The haste with which they left the ship, and that Orpheus was not among them, nor Jason, frightened her. And then the ship moved!

Eurydice gasped with terror, but before she could leap to her feet and run to the ladder, she heard the most compelling, the most beautiful voice, loud yet pure and clear as a mellow horn, sing out, “Make ready. Places all.”

Orpheus stood in the prow, facing the stern. Jason stood a few steps behind, his back to Orpheus, leaning over the prow and watching the water, which Eurydice could now hear lapping around the ship. She put her fingers to her lips in a gesture of embarrassment; she hated to behave stupidly, even when no one had noticed her silliness. Naturally the ship had moved. The tide was almost full and the prow must be afloat. Eurydice stood up and looked over the stern.

The men who had hurried down the ladder were all behind and beside the ship. Heracles held center position with his shoulder under the keel. Orpheus sang out again, “Make ready. On the count.”

Eurydice looked over her shoulder. Those still aboard, except Orpheus and Jason, were amidship, near the stepping for the mast.

“Now let us heave!” Orpheus sang.

On the last word, those amidship all ran forward into the prow. On the same word, those at the stern lifted and pushed. The Argo slid forward with an audible grating. Had she been the size of a normal ship, Eurydice was certain she would have been well afloat. As it was, Orpheus sang out again.

“The black ship from!”

And again.

“The pebb’ly strand!”

And Argo was in the water, rocking in the swell. Those who had rushed to the prow to help tip the stern upward, now hurried to places well apart from each other at the long oars and dipped them, pulling or backing, to hold the ship steady while the men who had pushed from the stern splashed to the ladder and climbed hurriedly up. Eurydice shrank back into her corner as they streamed past her, shouting and jesting in their usual fashion about who had pushed hardest and who had fallen face down into the water when the ship launched itself away from them.

Each had his accustomed place, however, and the laughter and jests in no way diminished their speed in finding those places. Eurydice was amazed at how swiftly they were all seated, alternately one man below and closer to the wide gangway that ran the length of the ship, one above and nearer the side of the ship. The oars were stepped also, one higher one lower, but even so, Eurydice could not see how they would not strike and foul each other.

Across from her, Tiphys was cautiously lowering the great steering sweep into water, and Orpheus came hurrying back, pulling from his breast a beautiful flute. On this, he sounded four lilting notes, the first three quick and light, the fourth louder and long. The men all lifted their heads to watch him, hands fast on their oars. On the fifth note a roar of voices rang out.

Free the black ship

From her te-ther

Soon the green land

Falls far be-hind.

On the first two words, every man raised his oar and leaned forward, on the third, every oar dipped smoothly into the water, and on the long last word, the men pulled back in perfect time. No oar touched any other, none lingered in the water longer than any other to drag against the forward movement. Eurydice turned her head and watched wide-eyed as the shore did, indeed, fall swiftly behind and her short hair stirred in the breeze created by their rapid forward movement. The flute, high and sweet, could be easily heard above the rough chorus and kept the time as the men chanted verse after verse, not great poetry perhaps, but perfectly suited to its subject and its purpose.

Jason and another man stood in the prow scanning the sea as far as it could be seen and looking into the water for rocks and bars. Once the man beside Jason cried a warning, and Tiphys altered the angle of the steering sweep, grunting against the kick of the rudder bar.

They passed the arms of land embracing the cove far sooner than Eurydice expected. The motion of the water became stronger but slower. The tempo of the flute altered, and with it, that of the chorus and the dip and pull of the oars. Tiphys glanced at the southwestern headland as often as he glanced at Jason, who was still scanning the sea in all directions.

Suddenly Eurydice shivered. Jason was looking for sails. Not many ships plied these waters, as most traders chose to pass through the Hellespont where towns were scattered on both the north and south shores. A few, though, did seek the cities of Cobrys or Lysiimachia for the timber and other produce of Thrace. If Jason saw a ship, would he order her killed or thrown overboard before he even discovered whether it was a pirate or a trader? She looked too, murmuring a simple spell for enhancing the sight even though she had no idea what a distant ship would look like.

Jason bawled an order that she was too frightened to understand. Eurydice bit her lip to keep from crying out, but no one looked toward her. Then she heard the creak of wood against wood as a dozen men drew in their oars. She stood frozen, gripping the rail behind her. A dozen men? It could not take a dozen men to subdue her. And Orpheus was playing his flute without even a glance in her direction. Surely they had come to an understanding. Surely he would say a word in her defense! In the next instant she was biting her lip again, this time in shame. Five of the men were bent over, struggling to remove a large post, full four or five men’s heights, from beneath the central gangway. Even Eurydice’s suspicious and fearful mind could not believe that a ram of that size needed to be used against her.

She saw then that two others were fixing tackle to the top of the post and realized that they were preparing to raise the mast. The base was fitted into the hole and three men began to lift it while five others hauled on ropes. It settled into place with a thud, with Heracles alone holding the rope at the prow to steady it. The ropes were then fixed to the stern-post behind Tiphys and to other hooks, and the forward rope was tied to the post that held the figurehead at the prow. The yard holding the reefed sail was brought forth, fixed to the ropes that dangled from the tackle at the mast head, and hauled up. A few men fastened more lines here and there about the ship to steady the yard, while all the time the rowers pulled at the oars in time to their chanting to keep the prow slicing through the waves.

Eurydice did not see how the fastenings that held the sail furled were loosened, but suddenly it began to slide down, kept from flapping free on one side by the astounding strength of Heracles and on the other by three lesser men. Those lines also were made fast. Once more Jason called an order. The sound of the flute and of the men’s voices stopped abruptly. The oars remained suspended above the water. Eurydice drew a deep breath. In the comparative silence, the swift motion of the ship between the blue waters below and the blue sky above felt like flying.

Few were aware of Eurydice’s sensation. Most of the men were too accustomed to the effect. They heard the sound of the wind, the ropes creaking, the waves slapping the side of the ship, the sound of the oars being drawn in, their companions groaning and stretching after their stint of hard labor. Orpheus slapped his flute gently against his hand, glancing sidelong at Eurydice, but she did not move, staring straight ahead. He shrugged and tucked the flute away into a pocket in the case of the cithara before he also stretched and shook his hands. Still, Eurydice seemed frozen and he sighed and stepped closer to her.

“I wonder why it is more tiring to play the same notes over and over than to play a very complex melody,” he said, smiling.

She turned toward him slowly, almost reluctantly, and when she looked up, her eyes were glowing like black pearls. “When they let down the sail,” she breathed, “it was like setting a bird free.”

Orpheus blinked. He had twice sensed a kind of rigidity and shortened breathing in Eurydice, which he had thought betokened fear. Naturally, he could not break off playing. The rhythm of the flute was essential to the safety of the ship. Without his lead, the men’s chanting would grow ragged and oars would soon clash. She would not know that yet, and he had not had time to tell her, so she might have expected his attentions sooner. He had expected to have to soothe her, and to make everything seem more ordinary, he had spoken the most mundane words that came to him. Apparently she had not even heard his remark. What he had read as terror was delight.

He was aware of an odd dichotomy of emotion…again. With Eurydice he was never certain of what he felt. Partly he was relieved that he would not be responsible for caring for a sick and hysterical woman. He had had that unpleasant experience when he had been asked (because he had traveled widely and would know best how to protect her) to escort a village girl to the great shrine at Eleusis to be consecrated to the goddess Demeter. The girl had been no trouble at all on the rough overland journey to Heraclea, patiently enduring every hardship, silent and obedient to any order he gave. But from the moment they had boarded the ship, which he had thought would be the easiest and most pleasant part of the trip, she wailed and wept and whined without intermission during the smoothest passages and screamed senselessly each time the water became the least bit rough. So, on the one hand, Orpheus was very glad that Eurydice was enjoying herself, but on the other, he hoped she was not going to start again giving Jason or Tiphys instructions.

“Have you been sailing before?” he asked, touching her arm to draw her attention back from the billowing sail and the sea, to which it had returned.

“No,” she replied, lifting her shining eyes to him more readily this time. “I come from a village near Aprus in the mountains. When I was in Lysamachia, I saw ships—though none so large or beautiful as the Argo.” She sighed with pleasure, but as she turned to look forward again, her foot caught on the blankets. “Oh,” she said, looking down, “I am sorry I did not bring the blankets back where they belonged, but with the men running about I was afraid I would get in the way.”

“You need not apologize, that was wise,” Orpheus replied. “There is much to be done when the ship is getting under way. In a little while, everyone will settle down. I’ll stow the blankets later. With the sea so calm they will come to no harm here and will make a comfortable place to sit.”

Although she did not immediately seat herself upon hearing his hint, as a village girl would have done, neither did she make any inappropriate move. For a time, she continued to stand and stare at the sail, at the waves, and out at the sea around them. Orpheus watched her, not knowing whether to warn her not to look at the waves lest the movement make her sick, or to say nothing and hope that if he did not suggest sickness she would not be afflicted. He had never been subject to the nausea that overcame some on the sea, sometimes even experienced sailors, and an Athenian witch had once told him that the Gifted were rarely troubled.

After awhile, however, Eurydice sighed and sank down beside him on the blankets. “It is so beautiful,” she said. “I can almost imagine what it might be to fly.” Then she frowned. “But I am afraid…”

“There is nothing to be afraid of,” Orpheus soothed. “You need not fear rocks so far out, and anyway Lynkeus is the best lookout there is. I swear his eyes are so keen he can see to the horizon and also beneath the waves.”

Eurydice seemed a little surprised by his remark, but she only said, “Lynkeus is the man who stands with Jason?”

“Yes.”

Orpheus wondered what had surprised her. Whatever it was had passed. Her attention fixed now on Lynkeus, at whom she stared for a while, her nostrils flaring, almost as if she were sniffing. It was an odd gesture, particularly because it would be impossible to pick out any one man’s scent in the breeze that blew by them. Then she shook her head and smiled at Orpheus.

“Probably he is Gifted,” she said. “Many aboard this ship are Gifted. I did not realize that.”

“Nor did I,” Orpheus said doubtfully. “How can you tell?”

She shrugged. “I am not sure, but I think just as Idmon and Mopsus could tell about me. Usually one of us knows another. But most of the men are fortunate in that their Gift is of one kind only, like Lynkeus, who can see what others cannot, or like you, whose Gift is tied to his music, which is already so wonderful that most folk do not notice the magic and fear it when you do use it. For me, it is worse. I have no special skill, except to be able to channel Power to spells. This makes the common folk fear me.”

“Mostly they fear what they do not understand. But among us there is nothing to fear, neither from the crew or from the sea.”

Eurydice decided not to ask whether that would be true if another ship were sighted lest Orpheus believe she expected to see one. Still, her anxiety over that possibility spoiled her pleasure in watching the ship fly through the water. More to distract herself than for any other reason, she said, “I told you that I did not care why Jason wished to go to Colchis, and in a way that is true, but I cannot help but be curious. If he would not mind my knowing…”

“Oh, no, it is no secret. Everyone on the ship knows. But it is a rather long story:”

“Well, we have plenty of time.” Eurydice smiled.

Orpheus laughed. “I suspect before I am done you will be sorry you asked. However, you can stop me whenever you like.” He leaned back, took a breath, and in a soft, but “singing” voice began: “Kreutheus, king of Yolcos in Thessaly, had a son, Aison, and a stepson, Pelias, the latter by his wife Tyro’s liaison with Poseidon before she and Kreutheus married. In the fullness of time, Kreutheus died and Aison succeeded to the throne. He then married Alcimede, and to them Jason was born. But Aison died when Jason was barely a few months old, and Pelias took the throne. Alcimede did not trust Pelias—”

Almost hypnotized, Eurydice jerked herself to full awareness, shook her head, and said sharply, “If Alcimede had not been kept ignorant and house-bound, she could have ruled in her son’s name until he was old enough. Once Pelias was on the throne, Alcimede was wise not to trust him. A true heir a few months old could too easily be swept away by some childish illness—and his mother with him.”

“There are honorable men in the world, Eurydice,” Orpheus snapped in turn. “In fact, it seems possible that Pelias is such a one.”

“That would be strange in Poseidon’s son,” Eurydice said, but less aggressively. “The sons of gods are usually too driven to prove their semi-divinity to be bound by honor or anything else.”

She knew Orpheus was not trying to enchant her to bend her to his will; it was just his habit to use that voice of his when he told a story. She must fight the influence, nonetheless, or she would end up as docile as a cow. Perhaps if she kept breaking into the hypnotic flow of his voice, she would stay safe. Orpheus had frowned, as if her remark had come too close to the truth, and he did not like it. Eurydice smothered a smile. Honest, he was, particularly about his own faults and failings, but he was certainly also fond of draping a stinking corpse in flowers and pretending it was not there.

Mischievously, she asked, “Was Pelias really Poseidon’s son?”

“That is what Tyro said.” Orpheus’ lips twitched. “A son may know his mother, but he must take her word as to the name of his father—and that is a very good reason why women should be house-bound and watched.”

“Nonsense! All that does is teach a woman to be sly. A man whose wife is a free woman who has bound herself to him by her own choice can be very sure without watch and ward that all his children are his own. Never mind that. We will never agree. Do you think Poseidon was Pelias’ father?”

“I could not venture a guess. I have never met any of these people. So far as know, Poseidon has given no sign of interest in Pelias—but Poseidon is said to have fathered many children and has shown little affection for any of them. Why are you so interested in Pelias’ and Poseidon’s relationship?”

“Because if Poseidon is Pelias’ father and wishes to favor his son’s continued rule of Yolcos, the sea is not a particularly safe place to be.”

Orpheus stared at her, then nodded. “A sensible thought, but late in the game. We have already voyaged from Pagasai to Lemnos and from Lemnos here without suffering unusual storms or monsters. I do not think you can count our virtual imprisonment by the women of Lemnos as a hazard Poseidon set for us. Of course, Athena herself blessed the ship. I saw that myself.” He shuddered slightly. “I do not think even Poseidon would cross that Lady.”

Eurydice smiled. “Good. That is one less thing to worry about. Plainly since Jason is here, Alcimede’s plan to keep him safe succeeded.”

“Certainly, but it seems she need not have been so suspicious. Like a woman, she had never forgotten her spite against Pelias, so when she knew she was dying, Alcimede bound Jason to go to Yolcos and take back his father’s throne.”

With raised brows Eurydice said, “Just like that? I begin to think you may be right about Jason’s mother. She does not seem to have had a brain in her head. Did it not occur to her that after all the effort she spent to protect Jason, she might be thrusting him into danger by sending him off all alone to wrest a throne from a king—unless…is Pelias a cruel and unjust king?”

“Not at all. In fact, Jason says the country is well ruled and all the folk, even those in the countryside, speak well of Pelias, calling him just and wise.”

“I do not envy Jason his task in overthrowing such a monarch.”

“That is the whole point of what I was saying about Alcimede being foolish, to which you would not listen. When Jason arrived at the court of Yolcos, Pelias welcomed him very warmly. He acknowledged Jason’s right and bewailed the fact that Alcimede had taken him away so that he had had no opportunity to teach Jason how to rule. Then he offered to call together a council of the nobles and present Jason to them.”

“Hmmm.” Eurydice’s eyes narrowed. “Now I am rethinking my opinion. Perhaps Alcimede was not a fool. A man who has ruled well for—what?—twenty years who welcomes the young man who will push him off the throne…I don’t know. Power…” She ran the tip of her tongue between her lips. “It is very hard to give up power even if you never allowed yourself to misuse it.”

For a moment Orpheus did not reply. Then he said stiffly, “It is unjust to think ill of a man because he does what is right.”

“So you agree with me.” Eurydice laughed.

“I did not agree with you,” Orpheus said heatedly. “I said just the opposite, that one must think well of someone who does right.”

“I know what you said.” Eurydice made a little moue of impatience. “I was only speaking of your obvious doubts.”

“Why should you say I have doubts? I told you—”

“Or-phe-us…” Eurydice drew out the word with pained patience. “If Pelias was so eager to step down for Jason, tell me what Jason is doing on this ship, in the middle of the ocean, heading for Colchis instead of Yolcos?”

“That was Jason’s doing, not Pelias’.”

“Ahhh! Jason refused the throne and decided to chase rainbows instead? Orpheus! I know Jason better than that, and I have only spoken to him twice and watched him manage his men for two days.”

Orpheus, who had been looking annoyed, suddenly laughed. “It seems you do not know him as well as you thought. Jason is just the man to chase a rainbow. He is hungry for glory—and he is not at all stupid. He knew how long he would have ruled if he had taken what Pelias offered. He was nothing and no one, except his father’s son, and almost no one remembered Aison, who I believe had not ruled long enough in any event to make any mark, good or bad. He was going to replace a man whom—whether we believe it or not—those of Yolcos acknowledged as the son of a god and a wise and just ruler. After the first mistake he made, all would cry to have Pelias back. Nonetheless, Jason did not refuse the throne, nor did he say he would only ascend it on Pelias’s death, although perhaps Pelias thought he would… I was not there. I am telling you what others, mostly Jason, told me.”

Eurydice grinned. “All right, so how did Pelias get rid of him?”

Orpheus stared at her for a long moment, but her insouciant smile did not falter. She had made a telling point and expected him to acknowledge it. Between men that was only fair, but a decent woman would have hidden her triumph. Eurydice had not the faintest notion of how to behave. She had cocked her head at him, still grinning, in a silent challenge.

“I cannot be sure his purpose was to be rid of Jason,” he said stiffly, “but he told Jason of a dream he had had over and over, that the ghost of Phrixos had come to him and wept of his murder at Aietes’ hands and said it could not rest until the golden fleece of the miraculous beast that carried him and his lost sister Helle was returned to those of his blood.”

Eurydice looked startled. “Phrixos? Why is that name familiar to me? Who is Phrixos? And what is he to Jason?”

Orpheus laughed. “As to why the name is familiar to you, I have no idea. How could I? As to his relationship to Jason, he is a second cousin, I think. Jason’s grandfather Kreutheus had a brother called Athamas who was king of Thebes. Athamas married a strange and Gifted woman called Nephele. She bore him two children, Phrixos and a daughter called Helle. When the children were almost full grown, Nephele left her husband.” Orpheus’ face took on a look of disapproval. “If she had done her duty and stayed where she belonged, none of this would have happened.”

“If she was Gifted,” Eurydice put in, with a laugh, “she probably had her crop full of being told to be modest and obedient.”

“Do you want to hear this story or not?” Orpheus asked.

“Oh, yes, my lord,” Eurydice said meekly, lowering her head in false humility.

Orpheus laughed again, realizing with a shock of surprise as he did so that he would not have been amused by the same response from any Greek woman. He would have been ashamed and uncomfortable over his sharp remark and would have spent the next half hour soothing her hurt feelings. Of course, no Greek woman would have made the outrageous suggestion that Nephele had had her crop full of modesty and obedience, but there was a kind of pleasure in the equal exchanges with Eurydice that put him at ease. He settled back more comfortably against the bulwark.

“Have I not been meek enough?” Eurydice prodded tartly.

Chuckling, Orpheus retorted, “When you achieve meekness, I will take to the air and fly. I just wished to be sure that you wanted me to continue.”

“Of course I do! Is there anything more wonderful than listening to your voice?” She widened her eyes when he snorted with disbelief—but she had only been half teasing, and she smiled and put a placating hand on his arm. “Perhaps your companions have grown hardened to your voice, but for me it is still a thrill to listen, even when you are only speaking. Beside that, I have been cudgeling my thoughts and I am sure I know the name Phrixos but I simply cannot remember what I have heard. If you do not finish the story, it will drive me mad.”

“Very well. Some years after Nephele disappeared, Athamas married a woman called Ino. She, too, bore him two children, two sons, and as they grew, she began to resent the fact that Phrixos, who was clever and well behaved, would be king. Ino began to plot against Phrixos and Helle, telling Athamas that his eldest son was impatient for the throne and was seeking his death. Athamas tried not to believe ill of Phrixos, but he was Nephele’s son and she had abandoned him so, it seemed, Ino’s words did find a foothold.”

“It is very hard to prove one has no ill intentions,” Eurydice sighed.

Orpheus nodded. “Still, Athamas did not act against Phrixos until a famine struck his kingdom. He sent to the oracle at Delphi to learn how he had sinned and what must be done to pacify Demeter and Persephone.”

“Oh,” Eurydice groaned, “do not tell me that he sent Ino or a messenger that she suggested!”

“I do not know, but I doubt he would have been such a fool, unless he really wished to be rid of Phrixos. It was suspected that Ino bribed the messengers. At any event, what you thought came about. The message—true or false is unknown—from the oracle was that Phrixos and Helle must be sacrificed to the king of the Dead and his queen to bring back fertility to the land. However, on the day they were to be driven into the caves, their mother, Nephele, appeared with a huge beast. Some said it was a ram with golden fleece and others that it had the longest, finest fleece ever seen but did not look like any breed of sheep on earth. Nephele ordered Phrixos and Helle to mount the beast, and they were carried away. Phrixos arrived alone in Colchis, however.”

“That was where I heard the name!” Eurydice said triumphantly. “Balta— A sorcerer I met was trying to prove his Power to me by convincing me he was very old, though he looked no more than a man in his midlife. He told me that he himself had heard the voice of Phrixos calling for his sister after she fell from their magical mount and drowned. He was said to have wandered for weeks calling for her—until his mother came to him and convinced him she was lost. I thought that old charlatan was lying and paid little attention, but now I remember the sister’s name also. It was Helle, and the sorcerer said the passage was thereafter called Helle’s sea—the Hellespont. Perhaps he was lying.”

“No, I do not think he was,” Orpheus said, looking amazed.

Before Eurydice could ask what had surprised him, however, Lynkeus called out, “Land!” and Jason roared, “Eurydice, come forward.”

 


Chapter Five

 

Eurydice leapt to her feet, feeling Orpheus come to his beside her. He took the first step with her, too, but then stopped. “I cannot go with you,” he said. “I am timekeeper for the ship. If there is danger, I must be here where the rowers can see me and hear me.”

This time, however, Eurydice was not frightened and did not feel she needed Orpheus’ support. As she came to her feet, her eyes had caught the dark irregularity ahead on the horizon that she believed was Imbros. A glance upward at the sun told her it was before midday, but she had had no way of judging the speed of the ship beyond what Polydeuces had said about reaching the end of the peninsula before evening. She did not fear being blamed for reaching the first goal ahead of time. She smiled at Orpheus and pointed ahead.

“Imbros,” she said. “I do not think there is any danger.” And she hurried forward along the central gangway to where Jason was waiting on the raised, decked-over area at the prow. The bottom of the sail was well above her head as she passed.

“What is that?” Jason asked, pointing to the land mass ahead of them as soon as she reached him.

“If what I have been told is true, that is Imbros,” Eurydice said. “I have never been there and do not know from my own experience. I do know we must turn south here to pass between the island and the Chersonesus—unless you wish to land on Imbros. I cannot advise you about that; I know nothing of that place.”

“You are sure turning south will not take us into a bay. It seems to me that—” he pointed to the coast they had been following “—is a headland. Would it not be better to sail north around what you call Imbros?”

“I know nothing about sailing and have no idea whether it would be better to sail around Imbros,” Eurydice replied. “It seems to me it would take longer. All I can tell you is that there is a wide passage of water between the island and the coast of the Chersonesus. I am quite certain of that. I have seen a ship pass through, and I have walked the whole way to the end of the land and even some distance east on the south shore. From the south shore, I could see land across the water—much better than I can see Imbros from here.”

“Ankaios,” Jason called, and the young second steersman rose from a bench amidships, clambered up on the gangway, and came forward. When he reached them, Jason asked, “What do you think of this water?”

Ankaios closed his eyes and stood in silence for perhaps four hundred heartbeats, his body shifting with the motion of the ship. Eurydice watched him with interest, aware of a stirring of Power, and equally aware that had she still been in the stern with Orpheus, her attention fixed, she probably would not have noticed. It made her wonder whether the priestesses had failed to teach her to shield her Power because they did not think it would be necessary for the High Priestess of their order to do so or because they did not know how or whether it was possible at all to hide her Power. Perhaps Ankaios’ was simply different.

“Ahead is a disturbance of the currents, I think an island,” Ankaios said at last. “Behind and three-quarters port is land, the coast we have been following, I would say. At one-quarter port is open water, a channel I believe.”

“Oh, wonderful!” a high, spiteful voice remarked. “As if all of us had not heard Lynkeus cry out ‘land’ and look for it. How astounding that you should ‘feel’ it where we all saw it. And for the rest, you are only repeating what she said, Ankaios.”

“You little idiot,” Ankaios snarled, lifting a hand as if to strike him and starting toward the edge of the decking, “would I lie about what is ahead of us? If we are in a bay, sailing at the speed we are making, we could be wrecked before the sail could be furled and the oars could slow us.”

Jason blocked the way to the boy, saying angrily, “Hylas, you are supposed to be opening a cask of cheese for the midday meal, not interfering in what does not concern you.” He gestured the boy roughly away from the decked-over area, cast one more glance over his shoulder at the rising dark area on the horizon that was Imbros. “Ankaios, watch,” he ordered, then turned fully toward the stern. “One quarter port,” he shouted back to Tiphys. “Steersman, sing out if you do not like the feel of the water. Sailors, stand by to shift or take up sail. Oarsmen, be ready to run out the oars.”

Men jumped up and seized ropes hanging down by the mast and—attached to the rails on each side. The remainder took their places on the benches in rowing position. Eurydice watched with sparkling eyes, her heart beating fast, but with the joy the movement of the swift ship gave her, not with fear. She knew what she knew; there was a passage through which ships could go between Imbros and the Chersonesus. She had seen a merchant ship pass herself, and she was certain—especially since she had felt Ankaios’ Gift at work—that Jason’s crew was as skilled or more skilled than that of any merchantman.

The sail, which had been full-bellied, became a little slack, and she saw the men Jason had called sailors releasing the ropes on one side and loosening them. The yard twisted to a slightly different position and the sail filled again. Eurydice could tell when the ship began to turn because Imbros shifted its position from ahead to the right. The ship flew on. Eurydice breathed deeply and stared out entranced at the coast and Imbros and the sea and the sky. And then they were around the headland, and it was clear that there was open water ahead with Imbros, clearly separate, to the right. Jason called for the men to be at ease.

“I do not like the smell of cheese!”

That irritating voice brought Eurydice’s eyes down to the lower deck where Hylas stood sullenly by a cask he still had not opened.

“Has it taken you all that time to get the cask out?” Jason was plainly exasperated, but Hylas only turned down his lips and uttered a sob. Jason’s voice rose. “If you do not do as you were told, I will excuse you from eating the cheese as well as from smelling it.”

“Why should I do it?” Hylas whined. “I have mending to do and other tasks. She does nothing but sit at her ease. Let her serve the midday meal.”

“I will be glad to do it,” Eurydice put in hastily as much to silence Hylas as to show herself cooperative, then grinned at Jason. “I am very fond of the smell of cheese, especially when my stomach tells me that breakfast was a long time ago.”

She was wondering while she spoke why someone had not pitched that nuisance Hylas overboard and then remembered Heracles’s shoulder beneath the keel and his massive strength steadying the mast against three men’s pull.

“It is true enough that I have nothing to do,” she went on. “I will be happy to help in any way I can.”

“If you will—and silence that one—” he gestured with his head toward Hylas, who stood with chin dramatically raised, as if ready to stand off blows or a hail of criticism “—I will be grateful.”

Eurydice jumped down off the gangway to the lower deck, but when she saw the cask, she frowned. She could not see how the top was fastened in, nor how to open it, and as he started away, she caught at Hylas’ arm.

“You scratched me,” he shrieked.

Eurydice did not think she had, but replied automatically, “I did not intend to. I am very sorry. But you must tell me how to open this. I have never seen its like before.”

“Barbarian!” Hylas sneered.

A ponderous tread on the gangway above made Eurydice look up. Heracles eased himself down to the lower deck, for which Eurydice was grateful. She had a feeling that if he had jumped, he might have gone right through the planks.

“Look at my arm,” Hylas whined, lifting the arm he had been rubbing vigorously enough to redden it.

“A beautiful arm,” Heracles said fondly, bending to kiss the reddened place.

“She hurt me,” Hylas complained.

“Not really,” Heracles said. “A slip of a girl could not really hurt a strong boy like you.” Then he smiled at Eurydice. “There, just beside your foot is a pry.”

She looked down, as much to hide her amusement as to seek the pry. Love, in this case seemed not so much blind as deaf. As she reached for the tool, Heracles huge hand swept it up, inserted it into caulking she had not noticed between the cask and the top, and popped off the top. Hylas was pulling at his arm, which had about as much effect as a fly walking on it, but Heracles patted the boy before he turned to give Eurydice the pry. It was surprisingly heavy and Eurydice had to grasp it with both hands to keep from dropping it. From the way Heracles had handled it, she had expected it to weigh no more than a wooden stick. Meanwhile, Heracles had lifted Hylas to the gangway and urged him gently away.

“Thank you,” she said, as Heracles prepared to climb up.

He turned back to smile at her. “It was nothing,” he said. “The pry goes in that leather loop just at the edge of the decking. And please forgive my boy. He is a tender creature, unused to the rough life he has undertaken and the kind of duties he is asked to perform. It is my fault. I should not have brought him.”

Eurydice felt like agreeing heartily with the sentiment, but it was impossible to say anything that might hurt the gentle, kindly giant. “It will do him good,” she said, smiling. “When he grows hardened, he will enjoy himself. Boys always love adventures.”

He nodded at her and was gone. Eurydice turned her attention to the contents of the cask and was appalled. Instead of the golden-white rounds or pieces of cheese she expected to see, there was a pile of large, dull grey lumps. She raised her head to call up to Jason that the cheese was spoiled and suddenly remembered Hylas saying he did not like the smell of cheese. The smell of rotten cheese was far worse however, and these grey lumps smelled of nothing. Perhaps Hylas had pulled out the wrong cask, but if he had, what were these things?

Eurydice extended a cautious finger and prodded the topmost grey mass. It was not, as she had feared, slimy, although it was relatively soft. Her nail sank in. In fact, the stuff felt familiar. She lifted the finger to her nose and sniffed. Wax! That idiot Hylas had taken a cask of wax out of the stores instead of the cheese. But wax? Why would Jason take along a full cask of wax? It was waterproof, but not strong enough to repair the ship or sail… No longer revolted, Eurydice looked more carefully and realized the pieces were not irregular lumps but rounds, only made irregular where the wax had coated the—of course—coated the cheese unevenly.

Glad again that she had not made a fool of herself, Eurydice pulled the top round out of the cask and stared at it in perplexity. If she borrowed a knife and cut the cheese in pieces, the wax would probably shatter and pieces would get stuck into the cheese; but if she tried to break the wax away from the edible core, it would be long after dark before all the men were fed.

A light thud bedside her made her look up hopefully, and help was indeed at hand, although she had not expected Orpheus to bring it. “Here,” he said, drawing his knife from its sheath, “this is how it is done.”

He made a slit in the wax, pried it up a little, inserted his fingers and pulled. To Eurydice’s surprise, a large section peeled away intact.

“Why did it not break up into little pieces?” she asked, taking the round from Orpheus, peeling off the remainder of the wax, and examining it closely.

He laughed. “Do you have to know the why of everything?”

“Everything I can know,” she replied, taking out another round, slitting the covering, and peeling off the wax. “The more you know, the safer you are. One can never tell when a little piece of knowledge will fall together with another little piece—oh, that reminds me. Why did you look so surprised when I said I had heard about Phrixos from an old charlatan—”

She stopped abruptly. Orpheus had touched a finger to her lips as he bent to take another cheese out of the cask. His eyes flashed up toward Jason.

“Look how oily the inside of the wax is,” she said. “I wonder if some exudate from the cheese keeps the wax flexible.”

“It may be, indeed.” Orpheus smiled brilliantly at her, pleased and relieved. Apparently Eurydice could and would obey an order when she understood the matter was important. “It does stay soft,” he went on about the wax, “not melting soft, but soft. I tried to mold the waste from another cask into tablets for writing, but it did not keep its shape well.”

“Still,” Eurydice said, frowning, “I do not think we should throw it away. I feel there will be a use for it.”

Orpheus shrugged. “There are empty sacks. I’ll get you one.”

He ducked under the planking and soon came out with a bag made of rough cloth. Eurydice had set two peeled cheeses atop each other on the top of the cask. Now she used Orpheus’ knife to halve them, halve them again, and finally to cut each quarter in half, which gave sixteen generous slices almost identical in size.

“Well,” Orpheus said, handing her the sack. “I do not know how you did it, but it will be a pleasure not to hear the men arguing about who got a larger piece.”

“It is not very hard,” she said, laughing and pulling another cheese from the cask to demonstrate. “What did Hylas do, walk along cutting slices off as he went?”

“Yes.”

She sighed. “I suspect there was a noticeable difference in the slices—and not all by accident. Well, I am not looking for trouble.” She hesitated to remind him that she had avoided the trouble he had implied by his silencing finger as well as any trouble that might arise from unequal portions. “I will make my slices as even as I can. But there is one problem: Is there something in which I can carry the cheese? Otherwise, I will have to run back and forth with two or three pieces each time and no one will know how clever and impartial my division was.”

Orpheus looked startled. “Currying favor, are you?”

“Not that,” Eurydice answered rather stiffly. “Say rather that I wish all the crew to think kindly of me—as a person who can be trusted.”

“Why?”

“Why?” Eurydice repeated in an exasperated tone. “Because I do not want to be cast off the ship on some barren island.”

“And I tell you you can stop worrying about it.”

“Do not be a jackass!” Eurydice exclaimed. “One cannot stop worrying on order whether the worry is justified or not. It is better to cut cheese into even pieces and hand them around with a smile and a pleasant word. Now, in what can I carry the cheese?”

“A sensible Greek girl would know that if a man told her not to worry, she need not,” Orpheus said through tight lips.

Eurydice cast her eyes up to heaven. “But I am not a Greek girl, and if what you say is true, I wonder whether any of them are sensible.” She sighed. “Never mind. Would it be proper for me to go under and look for something in which to carry the cheese?”

“Why not?”

“Because I do not wish to do anything that will look suspicious or give offense. I do not want anyone to think I am rooting around in your possessions, possibly stealing something precious.”

“You would be a fool to do that!”

“Indeed, I would. I know it, and you know it, but would you wish to lay a wager that Hylas, for example, would not accuse me if he noticed what I was doing?”

Orpheus sighed, mollified. She was infuriating, but she was also remarkably sensible. “Thank all the gods that there are not many Hylases aboard,” he said. “Yes, go. You know best what will serve your purpose. I will vouch for you.”

Eurydice promptly ducked under the beam that supported the forward edge of the decking and found that beyond it she could stand upright. There was enough light, also, from the open area for her to make out the shapes of several casks like the one Hylas had brought out lashed together and fixed into the point of the prow. Along the bulkheads to either side, rows of amphorae stood in their cradles and around and between them were bushel-sized sacks of tightly sewn leather. Those almost certainly held grain. Around the poles that supported the upper deck’s beams, were chests like the one from which Orpheus had taken the clothing he had given her and, later, his blankets. Atop these were baskets. She picked up the nearest of them and found it was full of empty bowls. These she transferred to another empty sack and she carried the basket out.

Orpheus had peeled three more cheeses and cut one of them into section. Eurydice looked at his handiwork and raised her brows.

“You did not like my method?”

He looked shamefaced but laughed. “I was sure I could get them just as even by eye. It is not so easy as it looks.”

“Good,” Eurydice said, laughing also. “Now you know. That is just why the Chief Priestess used to take the novices out into an open field and make them try out the spells they thought they had learned. There were always disasters, but little harm was done. I can use these pieces for seconds—seconds are allowed, are they not?”

“Now, yes. As long as we are in sight of shore, we can find something to eat, even if we do not come to a town where we can buy supplies. While we were on the open seas, we were very careful not to make too many inroads on our stores.”

While they talked, Eurydice had cut up the two cheeses. Then she offered Orpheus the largest piece of the unevenly sliced round and took the smallest for herself. He protested that she should take more and she promised she would after everyone else had been served. Then she climbed up and offered the basket to Jason, Lynkeus, and Ankaios, who were still in the prow. Each chose, commenting on the neatness of the slices, and Jason said he had forgotten to tell her to get out journey bread to go with the cheese and to mix a krater of watered wine for the men to drink. Eurydice had to ask how she would know where to find the bread, where the mixing bowl would be, and what proportion of wine to water.

“One to five for the wine to water. As for the krater and the bread, ask Hylas—” Jason stopped abruptly and sighed. “No, do not ask him. I do not think it worth a half hour’s whining and weeping. I see Orpheus is there. He will help you find what you need.”

“Very well, my lord,” Eurydice said, and turned away to let herself down off the platform.

Jason’s hand fell on her shoulder and she stiffened and twisted her head to look at him. “I only wanted to thank you.” he said. “It is such a pleasure to hear a simple, yes, when I order food.”

Eurydice bent her knees a little in a sketch of a bow—which also freed her shoulder. “It is a pleasure to serve you in this.” She grinned at him as she edged away. “Most especially since I get the first bite and sup,” she added, and got down to the lower decking.

She thought she felt Jason’s eyes following her, but she did not look up, calling to Orpheus to come help her look for the journey bread and slipping into the storage area. Orpheus followed and said softly, “You need not be afraid of Jason. He gave his word not to abuse you.”

She shook her head nervously. “I do not suspect him of trying to force me, but…but of seeking with kindness to bind me to his use.”

Orpheus shrugged and pointed to some sacks that were pushed back to wedge tightly under the decking above the casks in the prow. “The journey bread is there. Take the loose sack in front.” Then he went on in a lower voice, “As to Jason, his purpose is very strong. In a way he has bound us all, but he is a good leader and cares for all of us. As for you, his purpose can do you no harm if you are aware of it. Ah!”

He had been opening chests as he spoke and with the exclamation he pulled out a very large krater, a pitcher for measuring, and a ladle for pouring the mixed wine into cups. Eurydice had found the cups herself in another basket. By common consent, without further words, the topic of Jason was abandoned. Orpheus took the krater and mixing tools out on deck. Eurydice brought a sack of journey bread, which she half emptied into the basket of cheese. This and the basket of cups she set on the gangway, turning to Orpheus before she prepared to climb up beside them.

“Would you be good enough to mix the wine for me?” She smiled at him. “That task will not shame you before your fellows, as it is not women’s work. I will give out the food and then come back to fill cups.”

“No need,” Orpheus said, quite startled by the notion that she cared whether his shipmates were likely to make jest of him. “It will be easier for all if I just carry the krater.” He saw her mouth open, then close, and laughed. “And do not bother to tell me not to fill it too full lest it slop out. I have been sailing longer than you.”

She smiled back at him and set out to proffer her baskets at each, rower’s bench. The basket of cheese and bread was nearly empty when she arrived at Heracles’ bench near where the mast was fixed to the deck. At Heracles’ feet sat a young man Eurydice had not noticed before, although she could not understand her oversight, considering that he was at least as beautiful as Hylas, although blond rather than dark. Heracles was knotting together some fine cord into an intricate mesh and the young man was watching and trying to duplicate the work. Eurydice was surprised at how dexterous Heracles thick fingers were and stood for a moment watching too. She soon realized that the gorgeous blond was thinking more about catching Heracles in the net he was creating than in the net itself, but she told herself it was none of her business and thrust forward her basket.

“Bread and cheese?” she asked. “Take a cup, too,” offering the second basket. “Orpheus will be along in a few moments with the wine.”

Heracles looked up and smiled, laying down the netting and taking bread and cheese from the basket without looking. The blond did so as well. And Hylas’ voice rose in a yelp of protest.

“It’s not fair! Polyphemus took the best pieces. He grabbed them before I could even look into the basket.”

Color rose in the blonde’s face. “Then take what I have, Hylas, and I will have whatever remains.” He thrust what was in his hands at Hylas.

“He squeezed them! They’re all broken. I don’t want them now.”

“Peace, Hylas,” Eurydice said, restraining herself with some effort from turning the basket over the boy’s head and jamming it down hard. “I will go and refill my basket, and you can have the first pick.”

“Very well,” Hylas said, pouting. “But you had better hurry. I do not see why I should have to wait longer than the others.”

“Thank you,” Heracles said, smiling at Eurydice, who, as she started back along the gangway, heard him say to Polyphemus, “Give me that.”

Unable to resist, Eurydice glanced back over her shoulder. The blond young man had immediately offered the somewhat squashed and crumbling bread and cheese he was holding—as he would have offered his head, Eurydice thought—to Heracles, who had set his own portion down on the bench beside him. Hylas had his back to both, watching Eurydice, so he did not see Heracles gesture Polyphemus to take the undamaged portions on the bench while he bit into what Polyphemus had handed him.

Eurydice jumped down and began peeling and slicing cheese with her brows lifted and her lips pursed with speculation.

“And why are you looking like a dog that has swallowed a beetle and is not sure it will agree with him?” Orpheus asked, pausing beside her with the full krater.

At first Eurydice, who believed she should not mix in the affairs of others unless she was invited to do so, was tempted to turn aside Orpheus’ question with some light reply, but it occurred to her that any trouble that took place on the Argo or among its crew would endanger her—and Orpheus, to whom she owed a debt.

“Is Heracles a flirt?” she asked softly.

“It is your suspicious mind that sees every kind word or gesture as an offer of insult,” Orpheus snapped.

“No, hush! I did not mean me.” Then quickly she described what she had seen.

Orpheus was silent for a moment, then sighed. “I cannot deny I would like your suspicion to be the truth—I mean that Heracles is responding to Polyphemus. If he were, we could drop that little troublemaker Hylas over the side during the next gale—not that we really could. Heracles has too strong a conscience. It is no secret that Polyphemus desires Heracles.”

“And Hylas does not care?” Eurydice was amazed.

Orpheus uttered a short, mirthless laugh. “Hylas does not notice! He is so self-absorbed, so convinced that he is the most beautiful creature in the world and no one could admire anyone else when he walks by, and so stupid that, believe it or not, he does not notice. Unfortunately, if Heracles realizes that, he puts it down to Hylas’ innocence. I fear Hylas’ conceit is the truth for Heracles. I do not believe his gesture was an invitation to Polyphemus. It was only Heracles being himself, kind and generous, and trying to make up for any trouble Hylas has caused.”

“Then Heracles is a fool,” Eurydice snapped. “He would do better to be unkind to Polyphemus.”

“Probably,” Orpheus admitted, “but it is not in him.”

Eurydice shrugged and finished loading her basket. Orpheus put the krater on the gangway, hoisted himself up, took the basket from her, and helped her up beside him. They finished their deliveries, restowed the unused journey bread and cheese where they belonged, and took their own portions to the stern.

Just before they settled down on the blankets, Orpheus turned his head to watch Imbros fall astern. When he sat down he was frowning. Then he asked, “Did that sorcerer, Balta, as you called him, tell you any more about Phrixos?”

Eurydice chewed for a little while, her brow furrowed in thought. Then she shook her head. “Now I have learned again what my teachers always said was true—that one should always listen carefully, even when one felt the speaker to be a fool. The truth is, I did not listen well. Balta—” she used the truncated name gladly, wanting as few strings as possible to tie her to the past “—was trying to convince me that if I became his acolyte and surrendered my Power to him he could make me forever young.”

“That is not something you will need to worry about soon,” Orpheus remarked, smiling.

Eurydice met his eyes soberly. “No, it is not. It is true enough that taking in Power lengthens life and increases health. Balta knew that much, but I saw him as a fool because he did not use his knowledge. He looked at my face, took me for innocent, and did not try to discover what I had already learned about my Gift. I told you I was well schooled.”

“Yes.” Orpheus smiled, “but I almost feel sympathy for Balta. It is very hard to look at your sweet face and think of you as a mighty sorcerer.”

Eurydice felt herself flush and bent her head. “I am scarcely a mighty sorcerer,” she muttered, glancing up through her lashes, “but I knew that to let him drain me would increase his life—and shorten mine. Thus, I busied myself thinking how to escape his clutches rather than listening to what else he was saying.”

“I cannot blame you for that.” Orpheus chuckled. “Was it him you were fleeing?”

“Others, too.” She told him about the townsfolk who wished to sacrifice her, which made Thrace less than safe for her. She almost confessed that the priestesses of the temple had also pursued her but swallowed the words. She was afraid Orpheus would believe she had carried a curse with her if the ship met bad luck. “I would have been safe if I stayed at the temple, but I did not wish to be immured there. I wished to see the wonders of the world, to taste love…”

Orpheus laughed and glanced at her sidelong. “You did not seem very eager to taste it with me.”

“That is not love.”

Color rose in his face, and he touched her hand gently, apologetically. “You are quite right, Eurydice. That is not love.”

She smiled. “But I was accusing you unjustly—or was I?”

“At that time you were,” he said, removing his hand.

“And now?” she teased, starting to extend the hand he had touched to him. In the next instant she had snatched it back, shaking her head. “No, do not answer me,” she said. “As usual my tongue is wagging before I think. I—I do not want an answer now.” She took a quick drink from her cup, then said hastily, “Let me see. What can I remember of what Baltas—Balta said?”

Orpheus raised his cup and drained the last of his watered wine. He was more enticed by Eurydice’s withdrawal than if she had taken his hand and openly avowed a desire for him. What drew him so strongly was that the withdrawal held no taint of coy pretense. She had made plain that he was pleasing to her and that she was well aware of his interest in her. Coupled with the words they had exchanged about love, her action said only that she was not ready to offer an easy exchange of pleasure. She was simply uncertain of her own feelings and, implicit in her statement that she did not want an answer yet, was that when she did she would ask openly for it.

Having followed his thought to its natural conclusion, Orpheus could not decide whether he was delighted or disgusted. He knew he would find it very pleasant indeed not to need to hem and haw and guess about what a woman really meant for once; however, only women who plied the trade of whore came to a man and asked him to lie with them. Orpheus was a little afraid that Eurydice’s honest desire would in his mind become tainted with that foulness if she approached him and asked outright for his favors. He was so caught up in this concern that he nearly flinched away when Eurydice began to speak to him, and then he had to bite his lip to keep from laughing for thinking himself so irresistible.

“I will tell you all I can remember of what Balta said about Phrixos.” She was speaking slowly, with knit brows. “He told me he felt a burst of Power, as if a spell were suddenly undone and lashing back at its maker. Then the beast that carried Phrixos and Helle appeared in the air above what is now called the Hellespont and fell into the water, plunging deep. When it rose, it swam strongly for the shore, but it carried only one figure, Phrixos, whose greater strength had permitted him to hold on. Phrixos tried to drive the beast back into the water, but it would not go. Then he left it and plunged in himself, several times, but came out empty-handed each time. At last he began to wander along the shore, wailing ‘Helle! Helle!’ After several days, a most beautiful woman came, leading the beast. She was weeping, and she told Phrixos that Helle was lost and that he must remount the beast and go on to where it had been taking him when the spell failed. He did so, and they all disappeared.”

“Whose spell, I wonder? And from where did Balta see all this?”

“I have not the slightest idea—neither about the spell nor about from where one could—or would—observe all that he recounted. Ordinarily, I would not have believed he did see it. I would not have believed anyone could watch without going to offer help. I would have thought it only a tale he had heard and retold when he wanted to appear old and wise. But Balta was just the person to watch Phrixos struggling out of the sea and crying his heart out for his sister and make no move at all to help. So perhaps he did see it, but why does it matter?”

“Well, we had all assumed, since no one but Pelias and Jason and perhaps the palace bard even knew who Phrixos was and, according to Pelias’ mother, Pelias was not even related to Phrixos, that Pelias’ dream must be a true sending. But if this tale you have told me is common knowledge in Thrace—”

“It is not common knowledge from where I come. I had never heard the name Phrixos until Balta mentioned it, and though I knew of the Hellespont, it was only given as the name of a place, like the Chersonesus, without any special reason for the name.”

Orpheus nodded. “They knew in Yolcos of the sea passage called the Hellespont, too, but I do not believe even now that Jason connects the name with Phrixos’ sister. But if the tale is at least known in these parts, even if not in your native place, then Pelias could have heard it from a traveler and not dreamt it at all.”

“So what?” Eurydice asked, puzzled.

“So he told the tale to be rid of Jason, not because he was haunted by the need of Phrixos’ shade.”

“Well, of course. But I always thought that was the reason he must have told Jason—I mean to be rid of him. Did not you? What does it matter whether it was a dream or a tale he had heard? You said Jason wanted to go.”

“Not on a fool’s errand.” Orpheus frowned.

Eurydice put her hand on his arm. “But it is less likely to be a fool’s errand whether there is a common tale of Phrixos’ loss of his sister or Balta actually witnessed the event. Any man can pretend to have a dream—who can deny his word? And Pelias could always claim that it was not his fault if the mischievous gods sent him false dreams.”

“That is true enough, but to say that Aietes murdered Phrixos and that Phrixos wanted the golden fleece brought back to Yolcos places a heavy obligation on Jason and might lead to dangerous actions on his part.”

“But nothing Balta said reflects on that part of the story!” Eurydice exclaimed, suddenly seeing her chance of being taken to Colchis endangered.

“No, but—”

“Do not tell Jason, at least, not yet,” Eurydice begged. “Balta said nothing of where Phrixos went after he disappeared so how did Pelias know it was Colchis?”

“Perhaps he made that up entirely.”

Eurydice shook her head. “Do you think Jason will turn back and accuse Pelias of treachery on my word alone? We have a long way to go, and Jason is bound to ask about Phrixos and Colchis. Perhaps we will hear the tale or another piece of it from someone else along the way.”

Orpheus hesitated for a moment, then smiled. He did not think what Eurydice had told him was important at the moment, and it might have no relevance at all—except for offering a minor confirmation that Phrixos had indeed traveled east on a wondrous beast—to what Pelias had dreamed. Nor did he think that Jason was such a fool as to trust Pelias implicitly. He had said he believed the dreams were true sendings when he enlisted the crew, but during their sojourn at Lemnos, Orpheus had discovered that Jason had a hard streak of self-interest. His “belief” in Pelias’s dream could have been assumed to spark the interest of a crew in a “god-sent” quest. In any case, what Eurydice said was true. Balta’s tale could have no influence on Jason’s main purpose in continuing on their voyage or turning back—so it would not be necessary to draw Jason’s attention to Eurydice again just yet.

“And speaking of a long voyage,” he said, “you will need more than the one gown you are wearing. If it is possible, I will buy you something more fitting when we come to a port—”

“I do not wish to be too much beholden,” Eurydice murmured, looking down at her hands after a quick, sidelong glance that reminded Orpheus of what had been said between them about love.

He shrugged. “I can always make money by singing in a drinking house or on the street. It is very little to me, but if you are troubled you can pay me back. Since your advice was so good, Jason might give you something for any further service or some other way to earn coin might arise. Meanwhile, we are nowhere near a port. What I am offering you is virtually nothing, only a tunic so badly torn I could not wear it again in any case. You can sew up the rents, however, and make it wearable.”

He meant it, Eurydice thought, all of it. He was not heaping favors on her to demand a favor in return. Nor did he mean she might earn coin by selling her body. In fact, she suspected he would be both horrified and disappointed if she offered such an exchange—yet now she was willing, even eager, to discover what kind of lover he would be. No, impossible, until they could find a private place—she did not want the crew lining up for their turns. She looked up, smiling.

“Well, the first offer I have to make is to mend anything else of yours that needs mending. I like to sew, so that, like your offer, is virtually nothing. Thus we will be even. And do you think some of the crew would band together to give me a little metal to do their mending?”

“If you are right about where the Hellespont is they will all be glad to make a contribution to buy you new clothing.”

“No!” Eurydice said sharply. “I am willing to take charity from you until I can find my feet in a new life, but not from the others.”

“Then you shall not,” Orpheus said, putting his arm around her and drawing her into a comfortable position.

 


Chapter Six

 

The sun was not far down from its zenith when Tiphys had to bring the ship hard about to port to keep the land in sight.

“That is it,” Eurydice cried, getting to her feet. “That is the end of the land. It is only a very little way, and then he must turn east.”

Even as she spoke, the sail had to be reset. A short time later, it had to be furled altogether because the wind was no longer coming from the same quarter. Just as Eurydice had predicted, they turned hard to port again. Orpheus had gone to get his flute from the cithara case as soon as he felt the wind shifting and was ready to resume his duties as timekeeper for the rowers as soon as they had the oars in the locks. The men bent to the oars with a will because land was showing ahead on the starboard side as well as to port while Ankaios called out that there was free flowing water ahead. Surely this was the mouth of the Hellespont.

When they had rowed safely through the turbulence where the tip of the Chersonesus and the jutting coastline of Troas came close together, Jason gave orders to reset the yard that held the sail to catch the breeze, and came back to the stern himself to thank Eurydice for standing up and saying what she knew in the face of opposition. He found her sitting at Orpheus’ feet and mending something from the bard’s travel pack as he played the flute for the rower’s chant. That sign of domesticity won Orpheus a single, hard, calculating glance. Then Jason smiled, beckoned Eurydice closer, offered his thanks, and asked her if she had any information about the ports along the Hellespont.

“I have heard many things,” she said cautiously, putting the mending aside and getting to her feet. “I will be glad to recount them to you, but you must understand that I cannot vouch for the truth of any of them. What I told you about reaching the Hellespont I knew from my own experience. I had seen the end of the land and gone some way east along the shore. I do know, for certain, that there is a small, poor town called Sestos there, about half the distance back from where you found me. I know nothing about it. I had no money, and you saw the rags in which I was dressed, so I did not dare enter the place. I have heard that the towns on the Troas shore are much richer and that some are friendly to traders, although well-armed to repel pirates. But I do not know this for certain.”

“I understand,” Jason said. “We will keep good watch and see if Idmon or Mopsus can sense the feeling of the people when they see our ship. Remembering this, tell me what you have heard.”

Eurydice paused and closed her eyes the better to recall the map the old priestess-teacher had spread before them. The lesson had been about the countries from which suppliants to the Goddess came and what they could supply in better quantity with the least resentment. If a king rich in goats were asked for cheeses, he would give those (and more of them) more gladly than he would give the gold to buy cheese because he had no source for gold and would have to trade for it at a loss. But Eurydice had not cared much about offerings; kind as the priestesses had been to her, she had never felt nor wanted to be a part of the temple. She regarded herself as a student, a temporary sojourner, who would leave when her course of study was finished. As one who intended to travel widely, however, she had looked hard at the map and listened to the teacher-priestess’s lecture about the cities and countryside with very special interest.

“First,” she said, seeing the map in her mind’s eye, “we will come to the mouth of a large river. Up that river no great way is Ilium. That, I have heard, is a great city, although not as great as Troja, which is south of it on the river.”

“I do not think we want to make any side excursions,” Jason said. “We need more supplies, bread and fruit especially, but we have enough for several days and the water in the casks is fresh.”

“You will surely find a place to buy supplies by tomorrow, if not before the end of the day,” Eurydice assured him. Having opened her eyes to hear him speak and to reply, she now closed them again. “There are five towns along the Hellespont: Dardanus, Abydus, Arisbe, Percote, and Lampsacus.” Then she opened her eyes to say, “The Hellespont is only once again the length of the distance we sailed from the place you found me. I cannot judge, although you might be able, how fast we will move either rowing or with a different breeze blowing, but it seems to me, we should come to one of those places before dark.”

Jason stared at her hard. “You can see those places, but you cannot tell me whether we will be welcomed?”

“I—”

About to say that she was just remembering a map, Eurydice recalled that she had not told Jason about her schooling among the priestesses, and neither had Orpheus when she had been accused of stupidity and ignorance. She had feared Jason would guess that she had escaped from a temple and would refuse to take her aboard lest his ship be cursed. Remorse flickered in her over her rage at Orpheus. Perhaps he had been governed by the same notion and was only trying to protect her. Probably it would be safe to tell Jason now, but… She remembered the odd look he had given her when he saw her sewing at Orpheus’ feet and the flat stare he had transferred to Orpheus. That flat stare was now fixed on her, and Eurydice decided not to give Jason any cause for displeasure.

“You were about to say?” he prodded.

Eurydice shook her head. “I do not See the towns,” she explained. “My Gifts are not great. You are safer by far if I do not pretend to have more Power than I do have. As I said before, these are things I have heard in this place and that as I wandered about Thrace.”

“I understand,” Jason said, not as if he believed her but as if he had perceived the purpose for which she was protesting her abilities as a witch. “Still, I am very sorry that you can tell me nothing about the towns.”

His face was calm and his voice quiet, but Eurydice felt threatened. Her eyes flickered toward Orpheus and immediately away. He had no idea what was going on; he was staring ahead at the rhythmically rising and bending rowers, completely enwrapped in their movement, which he both led and followed. In any case, it would be dangerous for her to seek help there. She remembered Jason’s cold look at Orpheus. Her mind scurried for something with which to pacify Jason, but not a lie…

“I do not remember hearing anything about the towns…” she began. Before she finished the statement her voice was fading, only to come back more strongly as she said, “No, that is not completely true.” She closed her eyes again, murmuring the names from the map, then relieved, she nodded and looked at Jason. “It seems to me I heard that Dardanus was very wary of strangers, being the first town along the coast. They have been raided, I would imagine, and—and there is something else, something to do with ships.” She stared out at the sea. At first it was no help, but as the oars struck the water, she remembered. “Yes, a man drunk and wailing in a tavern in Lysamachia of oars catching on sunken wrecks in the harbor of Dardanus and the defenders coming at them through passages they knew.”

“Are you sure?”

Eurydice blinked. “No. I am sure of nothing because this is all hearsay. How do I know that drunk was not making excuses for his own carelessness as steersman? How can I know anything about what casual strangers told me or were talking about among themselves?”

“But you would advise avoiding Dardanus?”

She shrugged, irritation taking the place of fear. “If my memory is correct. If the man I heard was telling the truth. Then, provided there is no real need to stop and try the temper of the Dardanians, yes, I think it would be well to pass by that city.”

“And the next town—Abydus?”

“I do not remember hearing anything about Abydus, but I believe it is at the farthest point of a place where the coast bulges outward. I am not sure how good the harbor would be.” She shrugged again. “If that does not matter, then I know no reason to avoid Abydus.”

“What of the other three towns?”

“Arisbe is inland on a river. Percote is also back from the coast a little. There may be a good harbor there, but one must go overland to the town. Lampsacus might be the best because the Hellespont begins to widen beyond Lampsacus, but the distance is a little more than twice that to where you found me. Could we reach there before dark? Would it be safe to approach any town after dark?”

“No to both,” Jason said. He glanced up at the mast as he spoke and saw that the yard was fixed in its new position. The men were waiting his order to let down the sail. “When we are closer to Dardanus, will you try to read the feeling of the people?” he asked quickly.

“That is not my Gift,” Eurydice said, shrinking back a little. She caught the flash of Jason’s eyes, saw the corners of his mouth harden. “I—I will stand with Idmon and Mopsus,” she offered, “and if I feel anything I will speak of it, but you must not count on my ability.”

“You are too fearful, I think,” Jason said, smiling briefly before walked over to Tiphys, who held the steering oar, and bade him take the ship closer to the starboard shore and follow it.

He nodded once to Eurydice, which somehow did not make her feel any better, then started forward to order the sail let down, and when it filled with air, order the rowers to ship their oars. Eurydice watched him uneasily for a few moments and then went to gather up her mending and take it to where the blankets were. She began to sew again, glad to have something over which to bend her head and fix her eyes, She realized she had made a terrible mistake, but had no idea what to do about it—and to ask Orpheus’ advice might well compound the mistake by involving him in it.

Freed from his duty, Orpheus glanced at Eurydice, but she did not lift her head and smile a welcome. He wondered what Jason had been talking to her about for so long, thinking sourly that it was all too easy to enjoy Eurydice’s company and that she was very free with pleasant words and bright smiles. He looked at her again, but she stayed stubbornly intent on her mending so he shrugged and walked down the gangway to speak to some of his friends among the crew. Many were now standing, stretching tired muscles and shouting for Hylas to bring them wine. All were in high spirits at finding the passage so scion and several stopped him specially to praise his cleverness in recognizing that Eurydice would have value.

For some reason that praise irritated Orpheus, but his mouth was dry from playing and he accepted a cup when Hylas reached them. He had just put it to his lips when the boy said, “Back to your kennel, howler. Your bitch is wagging her tail at you.”

“Someday your own spit will poison you, Hylas,” Orpheus replied, took a drink, and turned to answer a question Polydeuces had asked, as if he did not care what Eurydice was doing.

He deliberately kept his back to her as he spoke, but when Castor came over to join them, he was able to move aside to where he could catch a glimpse of her. She was sewing steadily and he looked away, with a faint sense of disappointment. Apparently Hylas had not seen Eurydice trying to catch his attention, only said the first nasty thing that came to his mind. Orpheus was annoyed at himself for being disappointed that Eurydice was not summoning him, but he could not resist looking at her now and again—and twice he caught her looking at him.

She looked away as soon as their eyes met, which Orpheus thought was strange, considering how companionable they had been all morning. But that was before Jason had spoken to her, he reminded himself sourly. For something to do, he raised his cup and sipped the well-watered wine again. That reminded him of how careful Eurydice had been that he not be exposed to shame, asking him to mix the wine because that was not women’s work. She would know what Hylas would say, and perhaps others, if she called him to her openly. Perhaps that was why she cast no more than a glance at him and then looked away.

Suddenly that annoyed him, too. He would rather have her status as his woman clear to everyone than have her trying to protect him. It was worth a few of Hylas’ stupid jests not to spend half his time wondering what she meant. But under the irritation was satisfaction and after the conversation with Castor and Polydeuces came to a natural end, he took his empty cup to rinse in a pail of water, stacked it with the others, and made his way back to Eurydice.

He was considerably surprised and not too pleased when she did not at first lift her head or give any sign that he was welcome. Then it occurred to him that she might be sulking because he had not come at once. Just as he was about to walk away to teach her that sulking gained no game with him, she looked up, hesitated, then shrugged and patted the blanket roll beside the one she was sitting on.

“Oh,” Orpheus said. “Have you finally deigned to offer me a seat on my own blanket?”

“Do not be so silly,” she replied, keeping her voice low. “I did not know whether it was safe for you to sit with me, but it is certainly better for you to sit down than to stand over me, making yourself more visible while glowering as if you owned me.”

“Visible to whom?” he asked indignantly. “I do not care what Hylas says, and he is the only one enough interested in nastiness to notice.”

“Hylas?” Eurydice repeated. “Who cares what Hylas says.” Then she lowered her voice again. “It is Jason who is too likely to notice your commanding air. I am afraid that Jason believes me to be a stronger witch than I am, and even before that, when he came to thank me for giving good directions, he gave you a look I did not like.”

Orpheus made no real sense of what Eurydice said. Her mention of Jason had brought back all his suspicion and a very strange sense that the hair along his spine was bristling. Automatically he repeated, “I have told you again and again that Jason will do you no harm.”

“I am not afraid he will do me any harm,” Eurydice retorted with considerable exasperation but still in a low voice. “It is you I am worried about.”

“Me?” Then memory of what she had said suddenly made sense. “You think Jason desires you and—”

“No! Well, not desires in the sense of wanting my body, but you told me yourself that Jason does not like to share control of anything with anyone.”

“I do not believe I ever said that,” Orpheus protested, although he suddenly realized that Eurydice had come close to the truth.

“Not in those words, but when you talked about why he did not wrest the throne from Pelias— Oh, never mind that. I made a terrible mistake and you may be in trouble for it. When Jason asked about the Hellespont, I told him what I remembered from a map I had seen. At first I did not mention the map because I did not think of mentioning it.” That was not true, but Eurydice did not want to put into Orpheus’ mind any more than she wanted to put it into Jason’s that she might be subject to a curse for leaving her temple. “I was trying too hard to remember what was on the map to think about where I had last looked at it. When I realized Jason thought I was Seeing the coastline… It was too late. He would not have believed me anyway if I denied it.”

“It is his nature and to our benefit that he be suspicious of anything he is told—or not told,” Orpheus said slowly. “He will think you are concealing your Gift out of fear. He will not hold it against you that you deny any great Power. And I do not think you need worry about Jason depending too much on your Gifts and getting us into trouble.”

“That is all true, but—” Eurydice enunciated each word slowly and carefully, as if she were speaking to someone feeble minded “—now that he thinks I am powerful, he will want to be the one to control me. Now, I am afraid, he envies you your…ah…rights to me.”

“And you want me to cease pretending you are my woman, hand you over to him?”

Face and voice had gone cold and quiet, but Eurydice never noticed. “Dear Goddess, no!” she exclaimed and shuddered involuntarily.

She looked down at the mending she had let fall into her lap, unable to meet Orpheus’ eyes. She did not dislike Jason. He was certainly handsomer than Orpheus and his body was more beautiful. But there was a cynicism in him, a ruthlessness she felt under the smiles and open speeches, that repelled her. Jason was too fixed on his own purpose to care how that purpose affected others. Sooner or later, she knew, Jason would demand what she could not—or would not—do, and when she refused he would turn on her. But was it right to use Orpheus as a buffer?

“Then what do you want me to do?” Orpheus asked, but now his voice was warm and a trifle amused.

Eurydice’s glance flicked up, took in his expression, and she could have kicked him. The responsibility for protecting him was still hers alone. For his own part, it was apparent that Orpheus was only too willing to stand between her and Jason.

“I do not know what to do,” Eurydice admitted with another shiver. “But I do not want to make trouble for you. I thought I had better warn you.”

For a while Orpheus was silent, then he reached out and patted her hands. “You worry too much,” he said. “Not that you are entirely wrong about Jason. He is a leader born, and I think his mother fixed in his mind that he had been deprived of his right and must use all his strength and will to recover it. Thus, yes, he does not like to share his leadership. But also, he is committed to this crew, to each and all of us. You may have judged rightly that he regrets he did not take you into his own protection so that you would be dependent on him—” Orpheus broke off to chuckle heartily. “Perhaps it is just as well he did not. He would have had a rude surprise when he discovered how little you are willing to be dependent on anyone. But even if he is sorry that you seem to look to me, he will do me no harm.”

“As long as we both obey him,” Eurydice muttered.

“We must do that in any case.” Orpheus shook his head at her and smiled. “He is the captain of the Argo after all.”

Eurydice was not as satisfied as Orpheus with this conclusion. He, she feared, was thinking about Jason’s orders to control the ship, but she was wondering when Jason would demand that she strike an enemy dead. Nonetheless, she said nothing and began to ply her needle again. Orpheus had stated the choices clearly enough. She could stay where she was and take the chance that Jason would strike at Orpheus in some way to use her more freely, or she could pick herself up and move to the prow of the ship—and surrender to Jason’s will without a struggle. And then, a new question rose in her mind: Would surrendering to Jason save Orpheus anyway? It might be that Jason would resent his “rival” all the more and feel a contempt for Orpheus for yielding that might make a vicious act more likely. No, it was far better for her to remain with Orpheus and stay on guard. Orpheus—dear man that he was—was entirely too honorable and trusting.

She relaxed slowly as the ship sailed on peacefully, realizing that she did worry too much. It was unlikely there would be any confrontation in the immediate future, since her purpose and Jason’s must be the same until they reached Colchis. To protect herself, she would have to do all she could to save the Argo and her crew.

When they came around the headland that bordered the Dardanian harbor, Mopsus and Idmon were standing in the prow straining every sense toward the shore. Eurydice had been summoned and joined them reluctantly. As soon as she faced the shore, she felt clearly both the interest and apprehension from the folk of the town. She said nothing, however, partly because of her surprise—she had not lied to Jason when she told him such reading was not her Gift, and she did not know why she was receiving the emanations. When Idmon began to relate aloud what she was feeling, she breathed a small sigh of relief. There was no need to expose that she had also been aware, so she only shook her head as if she felt nothing when Jason asked for her opinion.

By then it was clear that so large and bustling a place with docks built out into the water would be a good source of supplies. Jason ordered the sail furled and the oars readied, in case ships came out to pursue them, but he also ordered the small boat unshipped and sent three men—the best swimmers, in case their little boat was attacked and overturned—into the harbor. No attack took place. They were greeted at a dock and returned quite soon with a fourth man, who took the tiller and steered the ship through a crooked course to an empty dock where they were permitted to tie up the ship. The Dardanians did not want a shipload of strangers loose in their town, and Jason did not want his ship unmanned and vulnerable to attack. By common consent, most of the crew was confined to the Argo while Jason, Tiphys, Idmon, Heracles—and, of course, Hylas, who would not be left behind—went ashore.

Eurydice did not see what Jason took with him to trade, but he and the others returned before the sun set with a tail of porters carrying baskets of dried fruit and sacks of hard baked bread, with rope to replace some worn rigging and other items that Eurydice could not name. All were well pleased with their foray, except Hylas, who was whining about some piece of jewelry that Heracles had been unable or unwilling to buy for him.

* * * *

The next morning, after the Dardanian pilot had steered them safely out of the harbor and they were again running before the wind, Eurydice muttered fervent paeans of gratitude to her Goddess. In fact, there was no need now to worry about confrontation. Jason’s desire to control a powerful witch had melted like morning frost when it turned out that her warning about Dardanus had been unnecessary. She had been praying for help, although she had not the faintest idea what kind of help, and the Goddess had favored her with a better answer than she could have devised herself.

She had been proven correct, but not infallible. Her advice that the harbor was not clear for anyone to sail in was accurate; on the other hand, Dardanus was not a town to be avoided. Goods were plentiful and, from what she had overheard Jason saying to Ankaios, cheap. Nor had her warnings been justified by any attack during the night; however, it might have been the special precautions taken because of those warnings that kept all safe and quiet. All had slept aboard, cramped but secure, with five men on two-candlemark shifts keeping alert watch.

They sailed past Abydus, which was at the tip of a broad peninsula but nonetheless had a well-sheltered beach for a harbor. Eurydice smiled to herself; again she had been proven half light, half wrong—not so wrong as to make her information useless, but not so right as to make it indispensable. In any case Abydus was much smaller than Dardanus and could offer nothing they had not already obtained, so they did not stop.

Eurydice could have guessed where Arisbe and Percote were, but Jason did not ask and she saw no need to volunteer the information. She felt a touch of anxiety when Hylas came aft and stridently demanded that she serve the midday meal. She wished to avoid Jason, but that worked out well too. Her confidence increased when he paid no more attention to her than he would have to Hylas as she carried around the bread and cheese—Orpheus accompanying her with the wine. And later that afternoon, she was delighted to be ignored again when Jason called Tiphys (Ankaios was steering), Idmon, Mopsus, Castor, and Heracles together to ask whether they should land to spend the night at Lampsacus.

The men were in the stern so that Tiphys could be near his tiller—he kept an eye on how the ship ran no matter who was steering, and Eurydice saw Heracles roll his eyes.

“Not for me,” he said. “If the town is smaller than Dardanus, Hylas will weep over his last chance for adornment. If it is larger, he will drag me through every shop.”

“Not for me or the other men, either,” Castor said. “We are still too close to our sojourn with the women of Lemnos to need to seek relief in a town—” He paused and grinned. “And all of us, not only Heracles, will have to listen to Hylas.”

“If it were my choice, I would go on,” Tiphys said. “It is still early enough in the year that only the gods know what the weather will be from one hour to another. As long as the horizon is clear and the wind holds, we should sail.”

“I am willing to agree with the others,” Idmon said. “I have a very faint sense of good will, not from Lampsacus—not that I feel evil from them but the warmth, the welcoming, is ahead, not for tonight but for tomorrow.”

Mopsus shook his head. “I have nothing to add. Lampsacus will do business with us, but we have none to do. I agree with Idmon that they send no sense of welcome.”

So they sailed by and, even though the sun was low in the west, also passed another inhabited place. This was much smaller and none of the men thought of stopping. It would mean another night packed aboard the ship, keeping strict watch. An uninhabited beach was safer by far. Beyond that village, however, the coast was not only uninhabited but rocky and precipitous; however, before any could regret passing a safe harbor, a broad headland thrust out into the sea cupping a welcoming beach.

The sail was furled and the men pulled hard at the oars to bring them closer until Lynkeus, scanning sea and land, told them the way was safe. Then the yard was let down from the mast and unfastened, the mast lifted from its seat and stored while they rowed toward the shore. When white caps topped the waves that became low breakers on the beach, they turned the ship, stern to the land. Orpheus no longer played the flute but called each stroke of the oars according to Jason’s signals, and Tiphys, who had taken back his charge, raised the steering oar from the water.

At the grating sound of the keel touching the sand, the stern ladder was let down. The men stroked once more with a will, as Heracles ran down and seized the rope thrown by Lynkeus, who had come to the stern to watch for rocks. Polydeuces and Polyphemus followed Heracles, carrying shovels with which they hastily dug the sand away from behind the keel. Again, when Jason saw a substantial incoming wave, the rowers stroked, Heracles pulled; the ship climbed higher on the beach and the rowers left the benches to pour down the ladder onto the land.

It did not take long before the Argo was stable, her keel resting in a trough, her hull shored up with stones, and mooring lines out from her sides. Relieved of duty, the crew set out in small parties to look for water, although that was not yet an urgent necessity since only four or five casks had been emptied. They also sought any game that might be hiding in the woods. That, too, was not a necessity—there was dried meat from which a stew could be made—but even a long day at the oars could not make anyone prefer stew over a succulent roast, which a hunt might produce.

Eurydice was frankly more interested in the water than in the roast, although she knew she would eat it gladly if there was one. What she wanted was a bath. Like the men, she had barely washed her face and hands since she had boarded the ship. It did not seem to bother them, but Eurydice was accustomed to washing herself daily, even if only with sand from a riverbed, and she could feel the salt and sweat on her skin.

She had been particularly conscious that she smelled more like the crew than a woman the previous night when it had been necessary to huddle close to Orpheus because of the crowding on the deck. His quickness in finding a space for her right against the bulkhead, so that no other man would be crammed body to body against her, at first seemed to imply he was jealous. If the implication was true, however, he was playing dog in the manger since he gave no sign of wanting her himself. He had been so close that she touched him each time she moved, and the proximity had not seemed to disturb him, but it had disturbed her—which brought her back to the way she smelled then…and now.

The motive for what she was doing had not become clear to Eurydice at first. A vague discomfort about her lack of cleanliness was enough reason to whisper a water-finding spell—it was a very small spell, akin to herb-lore, and not likely to be noticed even by Idmon and Mopsus. When she found the water, only a stream this time, not a river, she told Orpheus about it so he could tell Jason, and then followed it to a secluded spot, where she could wash. In fact, she had scrubbed herself and the gown she had been wearing, put on her new, mended tunic, fluffed her short curls, and found some spring flowers with which to scent herself. She slipped several into the bosom of her tunic before she realized that she was decked out, as well as she could be under the circumstances, to seduce a man.

Eurydice sat down rather hard on a nearby stone. Out of spite? she asked herself. That was not very nice. She thought about it carefully—she had been trained to consider any negative feelings she might have toward others because those feelings could taint her spells. As she thought about Orpheus, her lips curved gently upward. No, she did not feel spiteful toward him. She wished him no ill at all. In fact, thinking directly about him had made her smile. Then was she combed and perfumed because he had not responded to her as she had responded to him? Eurydice sighed. That, she feared, was closer to the truth. She was annoyed by his indifference. She wanted him to want her—and that was really stupid.

Even if she were frantic with love herself—and she was not—this was a ridiculous time and place to try to tempt him. To set herself to seduce him, merely to soothe hurt pride, was worse than ridiculous: it was dangerous. What if Orpheus responded? She would have to refuse him and he would be rightfully furious. She got to her feet and stood staring into nothing. Yes, she would have to refuse him because of that stupid conversation they had had about love. If she tempted him, he would think she was offering more than a few days or weeks of easy pleasure and pleasant companionship. How she regretted those words, meant at the time to fend him off and prove she was not a whore. Now she was in a trap.

There could be no permanent relationship between a Greek and a witch. Orpheus might be able to hide his Gift because, even without it, his music was so enchanting that no one would notice a little extra compulsion. The other Gifted among the crew had the same kind of ability, like Lynkeus’ keen sight. The moment she really showed the Power she had, Orpheus’ countrymen and his own training probably would insist she must be sacrificed. Perhaps she could explain that to Orpheus, admit she found him attractive and would like to be his woman—as long as it was safe… Eurydice thought about that for a while, then sighed again.

In any case, it would be singularly unwise to go apart with Orpheus to make love. There was something about a coupling pair, a kind of invisible miasma, that communicated itself to other’s and often woke their senses. Although the other men accepted that she “belonged” to Orpheus, most were not stirred to envy because that sensual aura was lacking. Once more Eurydice sighed. Then she started off upstream, her eyes searching the banks and the nearby ground for edible plants.

By the time she returned downstream to pick up the gown she had left spread over the bushes to dry, the scent of flowers was gone, there were twigs and leaves in her hair, and her cloak was full of bulbs, winter cress, and the tall, thin sprouts of wild onion. She set it down on the bank and bent to wash the dirt from her hands, only then realizing that it had grown so dark she could barely see.

“Eurydice!”

One man’s voice, faint with distance but trained to be heard above the cacophony of a royal hall, a voice Eurydice suddenly knew she would never confuse with any other. Perhaps others were calling her—perhaps not.

“Here!” she cried, snatching up her slightly damp dress and then the cloak full of plants and hurrying toward the sound, “I am here. I am safe.”

“Eurydice?”

“I am coming,” she called at the top of her lungs.

She made the best speed she could, but the light was dim and branches slapped her and she stumbled over roots. Twice more Orpheus called; she responded, but not as loudly, being rather breathless. When she heard the crashing in the brush just before he burst through, she stopped gratefully, leaning against a tree. He snatched her away from the trunk, caught her to him in a fierce embrace, then shoved her back and began to shake her.

“I could murder you!” he cried. “Do you not realize it is dangerous to wander about all alone? You could have been lost, or been attacked by wild beasts.”

“You will spill all the vegetables,” she protested, starting to laugh.

He seemed to have forgotten that she had been wandering about all alone for almost a week before the Argo had come to shore where she was. And neither wild beasts nor getting lost was any danger for her—but probably he did not realize that, and it soothed and warmed her that he had been worried.

He stopped shaking her abruptly. “What vegetables?”

“The ones I have been gathering to garnish the roast—or the stew, if the men’s hunt was not successful.”

“Was that where you disappeared to—gleaning?”

Eurydice smiled. “Well, I also washed myself and my gown. Both of us smelled…ah…like you.”

Orpheus stared down into the elfin face turned up to his. The eyes were full of mischief—and challenge. His heart, which had started to quiet after pounding, first with fear she was lost and then with hope and exertion when he had heard her answer him, began to beat harder again. Although the dominant odors he detected were earth and vegetation, below that was a hint of tempting sweetness.

His arm began to tighten, to draw her closer, but he turned so that he drew her to his side rather than to his breast, and he did not bend his head to kiss those smiling, inviting lips. She was far more appealing than he had thought when he first brought her to Jason, and had it been possible simply to tumble her and put it behind him he would have been more than willing. However, he was not yet ready to make the commitment to her that he suspected she now desired.

“You should tell me when you leave our encampment,” he said, more to change the expression on her face than because he felt any further need to scold her.

“Why?” she asked, her lips curving even more deeply into a suggestive smile.

“Because I am responsible for you,” he snapped. “Remember, you have not yet told us the name or dwelling of the man who can direct us to Colchis.”

“I had forgotten,” Eurydice said, and thrust her bunched-up cloak into his hand. “But since that is all I am good for, you can carry these.”

 


Chapter Seven

 

The vegetables were much appreciated, and the dinner was a merry one. Orpheus sang, but briefly, as all were tired and wished to make an early start. Eurydice was irritated by Orpheus’ restraint, although she had sensed the desire that he had mastered and set aside, so her pride was not hurt. To show her displeasure, she gathered only enough bedding to fill her own blanket, but she set her pallet when it was folded quite near his. He gathered material for his own bed without complaint, which made her feel guilty, but when she heard him shifting on it she grinned into the dark. Next time, he might not be so noble.

Nonetheless, she wished again that he was Thracian rather than Greek. He was the first man she had ever met who, while neither a weakling nor afraid, did not grab what was offered with every intention of squirming out of the consequences later. He was also the first she wished was not so noble. She felt like squirming a little on her own pallet, but she would not give him the satisfaction and very soon, while she could still hear him flopping from his back to his stomach, she drifted off to sleep.

By morning, when Eurydice saw Orpheus’ heavy-lidded eyes, she felt rather repentant and resolved that she would not tempt him again. When it was safe, she would explain to him that by saying she desired love she had not meant marriage, only a relationship that was more than a different man every night or lying down together once and rising to go separate ways. It would be enough that they should be companions and lovers until the Argo reached Colchis. To make amends, she ran to bring him his breakfast and when he rose, she cleaned and rolled all the bedding.

Her attentions were delivered at the right time; if she had not brought Orpheus his meal, he probably would have had none. Jason came looking for him before he had downed the last swallow of wine. Since they would not have the full tide to help them float the ship this morning, the timecaller would be needed. Eurydice was a little concerned, but she soon realized that the crew was accustomed to beaching and refloating their vessel in all conditions. It took a little longer, but the Argo was soon in the water.

Once they had sailed around the headland, however, Ankaios sensed a troubling in the free flow of the water. There was land ahead, but whether it was several islands or they were sailing into a giant bay, he could not tell. Jason sent for Eurydice, but she had learned her lesson; she was not going to describe the maps she had seen any more, unless the ship was in real danger. So, although she knew there were several islands, one large and other smaller ones and a great peninsula ahead, she shook her head when Jason asked questions concerning the physical aspects of the coastline.

As far as she could tell from the maps, the ship was in no danger. There was plenty of room for passage between the islands. If she had known more about sailing, she might have asked if saving time were important and suggested they sail north until they rounded the larger island. But she did not know how to explain what she had seen on the map, and she did not think they were in any hurry. And to say there was clear water between the island and the coast because it was clear on the map, could be dangerous. For all she knew, there might: be rocks and shoals. It was better to claim ignorance. What she could tell Jason was what she had learned about the Doliones, the people of the Kyzikian peninsula—such information she could easily have learned in taverns.

“I know nothing about the sea ahead,” she said. “But I have heard that somewhere in the direction we are going is Kyzikos and that place is said to be very friendly to all travelers. It is said that they are eager for trade and for news.”

“They have no fear of raiders?” Jason asked.

Eurydice shrugged. “I have never been there. I can only repeat what one man told me when—when I was trying to Find a ring he had lost.” She had hesitated because she had been the best Finder in the Temple, but that was a skill she could have as easily plied any place, and it was common to minor witches, so it was safe to mention it. “I said that I sensed water, not completely surrounding the ring but on either side of it—which was strange because we were far inland. I thought it might be that he had dropped the ring on the bank of a brook, but he said I was speaking of Kyzikos city, where he had purchased the ring. Then he described the place, so I could clear it from my mind. It seems the city is set on a very narrow place, where Kyzikos meets the mainland. Because there is no passage past it and the harbor on both sides is rather narrow and easily guarded, they are in little danger from raiders.”

“And you think we should stop there?”

“It is a place where many strangers come. They might have heard of Phrixos or of Colchis.”

Jason looked at her hard. “But if I can find directions to Colchis in Kyzikos, why would I need to take you along farther?”

“Because you said you would,” she replied. “So far you have kept your word to me and I have shown myself to be useful and not a troublemaker. What have you to gain by putting me off the ship? And it would make Orpheus unhappy. Do you want aboard a bard who sings nothing except dismal lost-love songs as well as a wailing boy?”

Jason burst out laughing. “Did your patron find his ring?”

Eurydice laughed also. “But of course. Would I tell you a tale in which my Gift failed?”

“I think I would keep you for your own sake,” Jason said, and then, seeing her smile freeze, added. “At least you serve a midday meal without looks that could sour the wine.”

She drew a breath, thinking that she had better offer him something after making so clear that she did not want him to keep her. “If you wish,” she said. “I will tell you now the name of the man and his dwelling.”

Eurydice was reasonably confident that Jason and the crew would not mind carrying her all the way to Colchis. If she was wrong, however, and they did wish to be rid of her, she would not mind being left in Kyzikos. It was a reasonably large city, she knew, very open to all, and its king, also named Kyzikos, was said to be warm-hearted and more merciful than just.

Jason had cocked his head and raised his brows a little. “I have come to trust you, too,” he said. “I will leave it to you to tell me or not.

“Then, I think I will,” Eurydice said. “Goddess preserve me from any accident or other ill, but if any misadventure should occur, I do not wish to feel that I cheated you. The man is Phineus and his city is Salmydessus—that and the tale that he gave Phrixos directions to Colchis is all I know. But in a city like Kyzikos, it can do no harm to ask—who knows what a traveler might have let fall.”

“Well, I thank you,” Jason said, still looking at her intently, “but I hope you will remain with us. As you said, you have been useful and have caused no trouble—and I think Orpheus would miss you.”

She took that for a dismissal and went back to her place in the stern. Once the sail had been raised and the men freed from the oars, a small pile of torn tunics and himations with holes and rents had appeared by the roll of blankets on which she sat. Orpheus had probably passed the word that she was willing to do mending, which she was, but she hoped that he had also said she expected to get paid for her work. She looked up, as she lifted the topmost garment, and saw that Jason was conferring with Idmon and Mopsus. Idmon was staring ahead, but Mopsus was looking back at her. She saw him shake his head, but it did not trouble her. She had told Jason the truth and Mopsus would read nothing in her that she did not want exposed.

When she dropped her eyes to the split tunic, it was to keep them from seeking Orpheus, not to avoid Mopsus’ gaze. She knew he was avoiding her, and it was best that it should be so. Had she not resolved just that morning not to tempt him, unless she could explain herself and satisfy him? Yes, and she meant to keep that vow…but she missed his company. Although she liked to mend, it was far more enjoyable when the mind was occupied with conversation as the fingers were with the task.

There were compensations for the dullness, however. The mending went much faster when she was not distracted by talk. She finished the first piece just before Ankaios called Tiphys to warn of cross currents and almost simultaneously Lynkeus sighted the first small island. While she folded the newly hemmed himation, which had been badly frayed, Jason ordered the sail half reefed and the men to their oars. Orpheus came to stand in the timecaller’s place to be ready in case the power of the rowers was needed in an emergency.

Eurydice reached for the next piece in the pile, felt his eyes on her, and looked up, smiling. She lifted the second garment and lifted and lifted—she looked at what she was doing, suspecting she had caught two himations up together, but it was a single garment and it was huge.

“This must be Heracles’,” Eurydice said, delighted at the excuse to speak to Orpheus on an impersonal subject. “I thought Hylas did the mending for him.”

“Hush!” he urged. “Do you want him back here snatching it out of your hands.”

Although she had no idea whether he had meant it as such, Eurydice took that as an invitation and brought the himation and her needle and thread—actually Orpheus’ needle and thread (a wandering bard learns to carry such necessities)—to the position at his feet she had adopted the previous day.

“I do not wish to make trouble,” she said.

“Oh, Heracles will say he wished to save his darling from pricking his beautiful fingers or some such nonsense and smooth it all over, but I think it was a mixture of kindness—wishing to give you a way to earn something before we come to a town—and a desire to have it mended somewhat more neatly than Hylas would do. Bring it to him first. He will give you something for your work, and that will make the others do likewise without your needing to ask.”

“Thank you,” Eurydice said. “I was not sure what to do about that. Not that I would not be willing to do the mending anyway, but I have no way to replace your supplies unless they pay me.”

“You need not—” he began, but stopped when Lynkeus cried that there was land off the port bow.

Eurydice knew that would be the first of the smaller islands. She did not bother to get to her feet. If the map was right, the passage between that and the mainland shore was wider than that through the Hellespont and the ship should have no difficulty. She found the tear in the garment, saw that it had been mended clumsily before and the stitching had come loose, picked out the coarse stitches, and began to sew.

After awhile it became clear that what they saw was an island and not too long after that, another showed, farther away, barely above the horizon. The ship sailed on safely. Eurydice finished the tunic, looked at the sun, and went to get the noon meal. It took her longer to serve because Orpheus could not leave his post to do the wine. But in the end, the efforts of the rowers were not necessary. Before the sun was halfway down the sky, a larger land mass loomed ahead, and Lynkeus cried that he saw ships.

All the men loosened the swords in their scabbards and the men on the inner oars seized bundles of javelins from under the gangway, unstrapping them and passing several to the outer oarsmen. Shields were drawn from where they rested against the bulkheads and hung from the rails where they would protect the men against flung missiles and be easy to seize for hand-to-hand fighting.

“If it comes to fighting,” Orpheus said to Eurydice, “get under the stern deck where you will be safe from arrows or javelins. But do not go back too far so you can get out if we are rammed or set afire.”

“No—”

“Do as I say,” Orpheus commanded. “This is no time for your ideas about independence. If I must fear for you, I will not be able to defend myself.”

Eurydice closed her mouth on a heated riposte. In fact, she had been about to say that no one could set the Argo afire while she was aboard it, but Orpheus’ remark about fearing for her cooled her temper—and gave her time to think. She would, if she had to, defend the ship with magic, but there was no need to say she could do so ahead of time. She nodded to Orpheus and bundled up the last of the pieces of mending, carrying them to where she could snatch them up and take them under the deck with her. She did not want them trampled by fighting men after all her work.

The preparations, to everyone’s relief, were pointless. As they drew closer to the land, a small boat came out from among the ships and rowed toward them. Jason immediately ordered that the sail be fully furled and the oars took up a slow stroke, Tiphys steering toward the oncoming boat. From this they were hailed in accented Greek and proffered a welcome from King Kyzikos to his city—if the travelers came in peace.

Jason looked at Idmon, and the Seer nodded, smiling. “The welcome is most sincere. This is what I felt yesterday.”

“Indeed, we come in peace,” Jason called, and then to the men, “Shields down.”

On his words, the shields were removed from the rails and replaced against the bulkheads—but Jason had said nothing about the javelins and those lay by the men’s feet to be used in case of treachery. None was shown. The little boat led and Tiphys steered the Argo past the ships of Kyzikos, which offered no offense, although their presence was a clear warning. Past those sentinels were other ships, merchantmen and a few galleys of strange design, some at anchor in the deeper waters of the bay, and some drawn up to docks built out from the shore. The little boat sailed ahead to an empty dock, the spokesman gesturing that they should tie up there.

He was waiting for them when the ship made fast. Jason stepped off flanked by Idmon and Mopsus and thanked him, and the king through him, for the hospitality offered.

“I am scia-Kyzikos,” the spokesman said. “You are welcome here. If you have cargo, you can unload it at this dock without charge. You may also leave your ship here at a cost of one ouggia of copper per day. If you prefer, you may anchor in the bay at no cost. You are free of the city with no questions asked for three days, but—” he smiled suddenly “—if you are from a distant place, my master, King Kyzikos, would welcome you at the palace most heartily. He is very interested in tales of far-off places.”

“Thank you, scia-Kyzikos,” Jason said formally. “We have no cargo, although my men may have personal items they wish to trade. If the price is right, I might buy a cargo. My name is Jason and I come from Yolcos in Thessaly.” He smiled. “If this is far enough for your king to welcome me, I would be glad to speak to him.”

“He will be overjoyed,” the spokesman said, bowing. “I will go and tell him, if I may.

“By all means.” Jason bowed in return and stood watching for a little while as the scia-Kyzikos strode off into the crowd of the busy dock area.

“Scia-Kyzikos?” Jason said to Eurydice when he came aboard again. “Did you not tell me that the land is Kyzikos, the city is Kyzikos, and the king is also Kyzikos. Is the man mad with hubris that he gives his land and his city his name and even his servitors are called ‘shadows’ of his name?”

“Oh, no,” Eurydice answered, without thinking. “It is just the opposite. I do not know what this king’s name was before he came to the throne, but when he began his reign he gave up that name—so that his family could have no claim on him, you see—and became Kyzikos. It is to humble his pride, not to increase it, to teach him that he is only part of the state, which is eternal, not like all those mortals, also named Kyzikos, who are no more.”

Jason’s brows had climbed almost to his hairline and he cocked his head as he asked, “And did the patron who lost his ring tell you this also?”

Eurydice could have kicked herself for her stupidity, but there was no sense in compounding it. “No,” she said, trying to look surprised. “I learned that when I was still in school.”

“What an excellent school,” Jason remarked, smiling faintly.

“It was, indeed,” Eurydice agreed as calmly as she could. “We were taught the customs and history of most of the lands with which our people traded.”

“Even women?” Jason chuckled, as if he had caught her in a trap.

Eurydice blinked. “Women? What does it matter? A woman engaged in trade must know just as much as a man so engaged.” Then she threw back her head and said, “Ah! Now I understand why you thought what I told you was strange. I remember that in Greece women are kept housebound and ignorant. It is not so in Thrace. Girls can attend the same schools as boys.”

“Ah, I see.” Jason nodded, but he did not look convinced. Nonetheless, he did not press her further on the subject. Instead, he asked, “Is there anything else you learned in this school that might be of help?”

“I do not know,” Eurydice replied. “It was some years ago, and I cannot simply call the lessons to mind. If a question arises, like Kyzikos’ name, perhaps an answer will come to me, but I cannot promise anything…and I hope I do not mix one lesson with another and remember the wrong thing.”

Jason stared at her, then shrugged. “Still, your memories, no matter how dim, are better than nothing at all. You will come with us—Idmon, Mopsus, Tiphys, and Orpheus, of course—if Kyzikos summons us…and if women are permitted.”

“Like this?” Eurydice breathed faintly, gesturing at her ragged cloak and mended tunic.

“If we are summoned at once, we will get you another cloak and tunic.” He lowered his voice and grinned. “Hylas’ are best and will fit you best, but if there is time enough, Orpheus can take you into the town to buy something more suitable.”

“Thank you,” Eurydice said.

Jason turned away, gesturing for Idmon and Mopsus to come with him, and Eurydice, suppressing a sigh of relief, went to collect the mending she had finished. She piled as many of the garments as she could carry, Heracles’ himation on this top, into her arms and went to find the owners. To her delight, Hylas was absent when she found Heracles and handed him his garment, showing him the mended place.

He smiled at her, and said, “That is good as new, and I am glad to have it,” He then reached into his pouch and drew out a small copper ring, “For your trouble. I thank you.”

“And I thank you,” Eurydice replied, smiling also. “I wish I could refuse your gift—”

“What gift?”

Hylas’ shrill cry, made Eurydice raise her eyes to heaven and wish she had snatched the ring and run away, but Heracles had already turned to Hylas. He held the ring so the boy could see it, but withdrew it when Hylas reached for it, shaking his head.

“No,” he said gently. “You called it ugly and refused it when I offered it to you. I thought it was surely a price you would not object to paying to save your lovely fingers from being made sore by needlework, which you hate.”

“It is too much, far too much for setting a few stitches,” Hylas whined, turning his back on them both.

“Perhaps,” Heracles said, pressing the ring into Eurydice’s hand and then touching the back of Hylas’ neck, “but not too much to save you trouble, dear boy. And now,” he went on, nodding a farewell to Eurydice, “I will not have to buy another himation, so I will be able to find a ring you will like better.”

Eurydice bit the inside of her lip to keep from laughing over how accurate Orpheus’ prediction had been that Heracles would appease Hylas by telling him he had given the mending to Eurydice to save his darling from pricking his fingers. But as she hurried down the gangway to the man farthest away for whom she had a finished garment, she wondered how so good and kind a man as Heracles could be so blinded by surface beauty to the ugliness beneath. Why in the world did he cling to Hylas when Polyphemus, who was almost as beautiful and was a nice young man besides, had so much more to offer him?

The thoughts were interrupted by needing to return his tunic to Polydeuces, who gave her a piece of silver wire, and by listening to the twins tease each other about how the tunic had been torn and whether Castor was ultimately responsible. Several of the other men who had left clothing with her had come, partly to join the argument and partly to gather up their mended garments. That activity also brought the others for whom she had finished work. That they were all together encouraged their generosity so that Eurydice returned to her usual place in the stern with a satisfactory handful of copper pieces and even a few silver bits. She was enormously pleased with her earnings despite the fact that she had often taken as much or more for a single spell. The novelty of being paid for the work of her hands rather than the power of her Gift delighted her.

She was, thus, somewhat disappointed by the fact that Orpheus seemed less than equally delighted when she showed him her spoils and said she thought it would be enough to purchase clothing. His frown made her ask anxiously, “Did I do wrong to take the metal? I did not ask, they gave. You never said I must refuse. You even advised me to go to Heracles first, because he would surely pay me.”

“It was not wrong, of course,” Orpheus said rather irritably. “I would have told you if it were wrong, but I also told you I would gladly buy you a gown and a cloak when we came to a town where we could seek them.”

Then it burst upon her that he was not displeased with her earnings but had wanted to give her a gift for which she would be grateful and was annoyed by being deprived of the opportunity. At the back of her mind, she knew that two days earlier she would have been furious with him and chidden him for wanting to dominate her. Pushing that knowledge away, she smiled and thanked him and said only that she was glad to be able to spare his purse since she had enjoyed being occupied with mending while they sailed, and she asked if he would accompany her into the town.

“Yes, I will,” he said, also smiling now. “I remember that Jason said I was to take you—unless he changes his mind after the scia-Kyzikos returns with his message from the king.”

Jason did not change his mind, however. In fact, he came to speak to Eurydice soon after the scia-Kyzikos had brought an imitation for Jason and his companions to take their evening meal at the palace. He told her that King Kyzikos’s messenger had said she would be most welcome to his master and asked if she could recall anything about Doliones’s customs of hospitality.

She thought for a moment, then said, “Yes. Men do not wear armor as Thracian men may to do honor to their host, and if you wear a sword, you will not be allowed to carry it into the hall.”

Jason nodded, but his eyes moved to Orpheus and he smiled. “I do not imagine they will consider a cithara a weapon.”

“Nor is it,” Orpheus protested. “To create good will harms no one.”

“But it is a powerful defense,” Jason said, still smiling.

Orpheus laughed. “In that sense, perhaps.” He heard a small sound from Eurydice and added hastily, “Since my role and Eurydice’s are set already, you will not need me when you give out the men’s duty, will you? I would like to take Eurydice into the city and find her something more suitable to wear to a king’s banquet.”

“By all means,” Jason replied, holding Orpheus’ eyes for a long moment.

Orpheus did not connect the expression with Eurydice, except in the sense that he assumed Jason was warning him not to allow her to dally too long. He connected it with the council Jason had just called to decide what safety measures should be taken to secure the Argo, and he mentioned that to Eurydice, as they made their way down a broad avenue that led first to the market and then to the palace. They should, he said, keep their eyes and ears open for hints of danger to ships left with few crewmen.

She said she would but thought it unnecessary. “It is the safety of this city for all that brings traders to it from east and west. I believe there is an active guard to ensure peace and safety inside the city and even all along the coast.”

Yes, Orpheus thought, but that guard could be the danger in itself. If they were the peacekeeping force in the city, who could say them nay if they should enter a ship and seize it. But the idea seemed more and more farfetched as Eurydice went from stall to stall, first purchasing a comb, then several skeins of thread, after some spirited and sometimes acrimonious chaffering, and finally asking for a ready-made gown and cloak. At each stop Orpheus took the opportunity to ask a few questions of his own.

He found the Doliones to be cheerful and friendly. They scoffed at the idea that any raiding ship could pass through the king’s galleys or that any ship in Kyzikos harbor could be stolen by any other means. Moreover, it was clear from their indifferent attitude or pleasant remarks when patrolling guards went by that to them, at least, their peacekeepers were no danger. It did not prove that they were honest with regard to strangers, but Orpheus did see many, many different styles of dress and hear many different accents in the market and all the strangers seemed at ease and unafraid. He asked, finally, while Eurydice was adoring a deep red gown of some shimmering fabric embroidered in gold, whether it was safe to be abroad in the streets at night.

“No more and no less than any other city,” the merchant said, his eyes on Eurydice, who stroked the beautiful fabric lovingly. But when she sighed and laid down the garment to examine a much plainer gown made of a coarser cloth, he added, “Kyzikos has its share of thieves, like any other place. One must be on one’s guard, of course, but the real trouble is the accursed Gegeneis.”

“I am a stranger,” Orpheus said, meanwhile gesturing to the merchant to wrap up the red gown.

At first the man was puzzled and then he understood that Orpheus wished to give the gown to the woman he was accompanying as a surprise. He nodded, then sniffed, and under the pretense of carrying the garment to a less exposed place so that fewer would finger it, he rolled it into a coarse cloth.

“Who are the Gegeneis?” Orpheus asked, opening his purse and removing three small chunks of silver.

“They are a tribe from the wild areas in the inland of the peninsula who periodically come down to raid the city,” the merchant said, vigorously shaking his head and double tapping his finger on each of the pieces of silver.

Orpheus shook his head equally vigorously and tapped once on one of the three pieces, saying, “Cannot your king summon an army and kill them or drive them away?”

“Oh, he did so some years ago,” the merchant said, shaking his head again and double tapping on only two of the silver bits. “We thought we were done with them for good, until last month when they descended on the eastern part of the city.”

“Was the guard not able to fight them off?” Orpheus asked, pulling another two bits from his pouch and offering them on his open palm to the merchant.

The merchant reached for the silver, then drew back his hand and shook his head, and finally picked up one piece and laid it down again. “They did drive off the Gegeneis, but we know the raiders are still there and have enough men to raid again. A very close watch is kept for now. When the storms come and trade is slow, the king will march on them again in force.”

Before he had finished speaking, Orpheus had given him the extra piece and had the coarse-looking bundle tucked high under one arm where it was hidden by his cloak. By then Eurydice had settled on a very simple pale yellow gown and a soft, amber colored cloak. Her bargaining session with the merchant was much livelier than Orpheus’, and twice she walked out of the stall, only to be called back by the merchant, who was ready to make concessions after his profitable initial sale.

It was time, Orpheus judged, to return and was pleased when Eurydice seemed almost as eager as he to get back to the ship. He praised her for her unwomanly restraint, which made her laugh heartily and point out that she had no more metal, not a single twist of copper wire, and besides wanted to try on her new finery. The only thing she had left to desire, she said with a sigh, was a hot bath with decent perfumed oils. Orpheus tchkd at his own foolishness in forgetting the feminine desire to wear a new garment at once. Then he said that he would be delighted to supply the bath oil—and turned aside to find a vendor even as he spoke. Jar in hand, laughing, he offered himself as scrubber, giving her an exaggerated leer.

Thrilled, not so much with the oil as with the light-hearted offer, which was clearly a proposal to play and not to make a hand-fast bond, Eurydice snatched the oil from his hand. Also laughing, she thanked him fervently, and then, brows lifted, said she would make the other arrangements for herself. She was, despite the laughter, delightedly considering asking Orpheus to do just what he suggested. If she saw an inn and could rent the use of a bath in exchange for a spell, say for hot water, she had every intention of inviting Orpheus to accompany her on the grounds that it was not safe for a woman to visit such a place alone. But she never had the chance.

As if he guessed what was on her mind, Orpheus pointed to the westering sun and hurried her on. Although she was troubled a little by this seeming withdrawal, Eurydice did not protest. A bath might not take long, if one was in a hurry, but what might follow scrubbing her should not be rushed. She stifled a little sigh. Perhaps it was for the best. If Orpheus was as tender and thoughtful a lover as he was a person, and she developed a taste for what he offered, she would doubtless think about it. The crew would most likely “smell” her desire, and there would surely be trouble.

She would have said as much to Orpheus, but as they came aboard, Jason called out to him, desiring to hear what news he had gathered. To Eurydice it was far more important to make a place to clean herself thoroughly and dress. She did not even glance at Orpheus as he went forward to the prow.

“There was not much,” he said to Jason. “The only danger anyone spoke of was the Gegeneis.”

When he explained, however, Jason only shrugged, not so much dismissing the threat because he had not heard it from any other source, but because it seemed to have little relevance to them. But when Orpheus spoke of his good opinion of the Doliones, Jason agreed heartily. He had himself sought out several ships’ captains, some who had come often to this port, and received the same information.

“Then we will all go to the palace?” Orpheus asked.

Jason shook his head and explained that he did not think that wise. The Argo was a special ship and he had no intention of leaving her totally unprotected. In addition, although he had accepted the invitation to dine with smiles and thanks, he felt it would be foolish to bring his entire crew with him. For one thing, he had at least thirty more men than usually shipped on a merchantman, which might strain the king’s hospitality; for another, most of the young men of the crew wished to see the town, especially the rowdier taverns, rather than be on their best behavior in a court. Last but not least, Jason wanted a reserve force to mount the threat of a bloody rescue in case Kyzikos was not as open and innocent as he seemed and proposed to take his guests prisoner and hold them for ransom.

“I should have known better than to ask,” Orpheus said, adding, “It is almost time. I had better go and dress.”

Jason nodded and Orpheus hurried away, not to dress, but to make his way to the stern where Eurydice had hung one of the blankets to shelter behind while she washed and changed.

“Do you not need a scrubber?” he whispered at the corner of the blanket.

“Not aboard ship with fifty men watching,” Eurydice whispered back, delighted that Orpheus had brought up the subject himself and that she could make clear why she did not accept.

Orpheus, who had not been certain what her response had meant when she took the oil, was so elated at the implicit promise in her reply that he almost forgot to pass to her the gift he had bought in the hope of tempting her. It was all the sweeter that he had had the promise before the gift was offered.

“Well, then, I have brought you a towel,” he said. “Put out your hand and I will give it to you.”

“I can use my old tunic,” Eurydice said, suspicious that he might seize her and pull her out all naked.

“You will like this one better,” Orpheus insisted.

Readying a spell that would sting his hand and make him release her, Eurydice reached around the blanket. A bundle of coarse cloth was pressed into her hand, and she was allowed to draw it back behind her shelter without any interference. Even as she turned to lay it down on a pile of leather sacks, she realized it could not be a towel. She dried her hands hastily on the rags she had been wearing before she made contact with Orpheus and opened the package. Her eyes widened and she gasped with delight. The first unfolding of the coarse covering showed a glimpse of the shimmering fabric of the red gown she had coveted.

“How did you know how much I wanted it?” she whispered, sticking her head around the blanket. “You shouldn’t have. I will never be able to—”

“For shame,” Orpheus said. “Is that the way to receive a gift? It is unkind to reject a free offering, as if you expected to be obligated by it more heavily than you desired.”

“Not more heavily than I desire,” Eurydice replied softly, but with sparkling eyes and a wicked grin. “Nor an obligation that I object to carrying. Only, because of the circumstances, an obligation that may take longer than I like to repay.”

“If that is your feeling—” Orpheus leaned forward suddenly and dropped a kiss on the tip of her nose “—then it is no obligation at all between us, only a promise from each to each. But not because of the dress, Eurydice. That was as much for the honor of the Argo as for the pleasure it would give you.”

Eurydice withdrew her head. “Men!” she grumbled. “Do you think a compliment will puff up my pride too much. Honor, honor, honor. Very well, I will do my best to do you proud.” But her heart sang for the honesty that admitted two purposes, and one that might not flatter her and might free her, if she wanted to be freed, from any obligation to return gift for gift.

Jason approved heartily of the Eurydice that emerged from behind the curtain and even, after rummaging in the depths of his kit, came up with a golden circlet to fix in her hair and long gold earrings. Eurydice froze, her eyes fixed on his, and Orpheus dropped a hand on her shoulder.

Jason laughed aloud and said, “Only for tonight. Do not lose them, Eurydice.”

She accepted the ornaments then, putting in the earrings herself, but handing the circlet to Orpheus to place on her head. Afterward she could feel Jason’s eyes on her back, but she kept her own eyes resolutely ahead. Jason looked magnificent in a dark blue tunic, lavishly embroidered with white, and a white himation, equally lavishly embroidered in dark blue, draped as gracefully as a work of art. Orpheus’ garments were far more modest, a plain white tunic with blue embroidery at neck and hem, and a plain blue cloak that matched his eyes. His appearance was also far less handsome and commanding, but he moved a little then and she saw the cithara on his back and shuddered inside with a mingling of joyful anticipation and…almost…dread. Each time she heard him play and sing, she became more addicted to what he offered—not magic, she was warded against his magic—only beauty, which her Gift seized and fed upon.

Eurydice saw that Mopsus, Tiphys, and Lynkeus were also dressed for the court and heard Jason tell Orpheus that Idmon would stay with the ship to sense danger, Heracles to defend it. Twenty men had already gone ashore; they would return at sundown and the other twenty would leave. Actually, Jason said with a wry mouth as they left the ship, he would have liked to take Heracles with him, but he did not want Hylas along. Orpheus pointed out that Hylas’ manners were better on formal occasions, and Jason shrugged and said it was not so much because he might misbehave as because he might make himself a source of conflict. Heracles had been glad, Jason pointed out, even though—he winced as Hylas’ piercing tones rose in lamentation—he was the one who would have to listen as Hylas bewailed his disappointment. Orpheus shuddered as Hylas’ voice followed them down the street, and he said with a gentle smile that Eurydice never seemed to complain at all. Eurydice set her teeth and wished she could step on Orpheus’ toes to stop him; she did not think it was wise to sing her praises to Jason.

Personal considerations faded into insignificance, at least temporarily, after they arrived at Kyzikos’ palace. Eurydice had thought the temple rich and luxurious, but even the lofty, gilded shrine paled in comparison with Kyzikos’ megaron. It was not so high as the temple, but the pillars were all of polished marble, each a different color, and the floor was inset with tiny pieces that made pictures. Braziers burning scented charcoal took the chill off the evening air, and a huge U-shaped table—or table sections formed into a U—was surrounded by wide dining couches almost full of guests.

When she had absorbed the symbols of Kyzikos’ wealth, Eurydice turned her attention to her fellow guests. She soon came to the conclusion that even Hylas would have been hard put to cause any disturbance among the group gathered. Kyzikos was a gracious host. He called Jason and his party to couches beside his own, and, eyes sparkling with interest, ordered a cushioned chair to be set just behind Jason’s couch for Eurydice—the only such chair in the chamber. Plainly, he assumed she was Jason’s woman. Jason did not correct the assumption—nor did Eurydice, for fear she would offend, but she wished she could be sure that Jason’s motive was the same.

The meal served was rich and varied, the dishes strange enough to be enticing but not so different as to make the guests, uncomfortable. Jason, having accepted the tribute of possession, had forgotten Eurydice—Greek women did not eat with their men. But Orpheus had not. He filled a plate and passed it to her. She would have accepted it in any case because he had broken his own custom so that she should not go hungry or be shamed, but by then she realized his gesture would cause no trouble. These people might themselves follow the Greek pattern of suppressing women, but the unusual was welcome here.

The court was a model of propriety—the glances cast at her were accompanied by smiles of welcome. Indeed, Kyzikos’ other guests were plainly accustomed to foreigners and prepared to accept, without taking insult, the most outlandish customs. Jason need not have brought her to warn him against solecisms; he could probably have spit in the soup without enraging his fellow guests. Her treatment was an example of that, the smiles and snippets of conversation addressed to her were without stares or leers, even though no other women were present. But she was not enough. Eurydice felt a kind of disappointment in the other guests, as if her party was far too ordinary for the taste of these people, as if oddity had become a kind of drug they craved.

A mild spark of interest was generated by Jason’s tale of his quest. Several had heard of Phrixos, or rather of Phrixos’ wonderful mount. One said he had been told that beast and rider, glowing with a strange light, had appeared in a town called Libyssa, the beast all glittering gold, the rider sad and wan, mourning a sister he had lost and asking for directions to Colchis. Asking for Colchis, another said, smiling indulgently, was like asking the way to Mount Olympus. It was a place of mighty magicians that kept itself hidden.

“Were there not even rumors of where to find it?” Jason asked. “There are tales enough of how to find Olympus. They may be false tales, but I would like to hear them.”

Most shook their heads. One said he had heard of a Seer named Phineus who lived on the south coast of the great black sea. The west coast, another said, not the south. They fell to wrangling, but good humouredly, until still another said that it might be best for Jason to follow Phrixos’ path. The place where he had been seen was well known. It was in the land of the Bebrykes on the coast of Thyn in Bithynia.

The interest was polite, as the hosts truly desired to be helpful, but Eurydice still felt their gentle dissatisfaction. That, however, did not outlast Orpheus’ first notes. Every person in the room, except Orpheus’ companions who were well accustomed to his art, stiffened to attention. They scarcely breathed during his first song and begged for more passionately but softly, as if they feared to break a spell. A rich ring was carried to him by a servant.

Orpheus bowed his thanks and began again, singing of the trials of their voyage and of their imprisonment by the women of Lemnos. The listeners wept with horror and with pity and at last with relief when the men won their freedom. Their interest of the tale somewhat diluted the impact of voice and music. That was almost a comfort, and the company was no less eager to hear more. Additional gifts were carried to the bard. Eurydice saw that Orpheus had not been boasting when he told her that he could easily provide for her. He sang again, a hymn to Aphrodite that was so achingly beautiful that, although no longer frozen by his music, Eurydice felt as if strands of sound were winding their way into her body, becoming enmeshed in her flesh. It would be painful, indeed, she thought, to pull herself free.

They would have sat all night listening and piling treasure into Orpheus’ lap, but the hymn was his last song. Kyzikos, who had been gravely hospitable, now became warmly eager for more of their company. He urged them strongly to stay, offering free docking and help in finding a good trading cargo. Jason smiled and said they might linger a few days and he would be glad to find a cargo if it could be quickly assembled, but that trade was not their purpose. He spoke sadly of King Pelias’ plight, of his poor kinsman’s dreams haunted by Phrixos’ ghost. They had been delayed so long already by the women of Lemnos. A few days, then, Kyzikos said. And would he come to dine and talk and allow Orpheus to sing again the next day?

“Why not?” Jason said, still smiling.

Eurydice’s hands had knotted in her lap. She knew Jason had no intention of remaining, that he would sail as soon as Lynkeus could see his way past the guard ships, and such a pall of dread fell upon her that for a moment she could scarcely breathe. She regained enough control by the time the guests rose to leave to say the proper things to Kyzikos, who made her a guest gift of a pretty necklace, only one of the many he distributed: a magnificent gold armband to Jason; for Orpheus, a gold chain of many links; handsome silver cups to Mopsus and Lynkeus; and a pair of exquisite copper wristlets to Tiphys. Nonetheless, horror gripped her and would not let go.

 


Chapter Eight

 

The men retrieved their swords from the hall outside the megaron and went down the steps from the portico into the courtyard and then out onto the street with Orpheus and Eurydice in the center of the group. Lynkeus, walking ahead with Jason, strained his eyes into the darkness, seeking the darker shadows within shadows that might mark an ambush. Mopsus, bringing up the rear with Tiphys, strained every sense he had to perceive the “scent” of desire, of acquisitiveness, of the tension that precedes an attack. Eurydice swallowed and swallowed trying to loosen her throat enough to tell them there was no need. The danger was not in being kept in Kyzikos but in leaving it.

When they reached the ship, Jason said, “Whatever you feared did not come to pass, Eurydice. Does it still hang over you?” He spoke softly so as not to wake and alarm the sleeping men.

“It is not here,” she whispered. “Kyzikos is a good man. No matter how much he desires that Orpheus stay—and he will doubtless offer him great wealth and a high place if he would remain—he would not keep him here by force nor do you any harm.”

“Mopsus?” Jason asked.

“I felt nothing from Kyzikos,” Mopsus answered slowly. “Oh, I sensed his pleasure in Orpheus’ singing and some desire to have such a bard for his own—but nothing dangerous with that feeling. But then he started to speak of our staying, and I was overwhelmed by Eurydice’s fear.”

“Fear of what?” Jason snarled, low and angry, at Eurydice.

“Blood,” she whispered. “I See blood, but not here, not in Kyzikos. It is ahead of us. Jason, it is dangerous to leave. We must stay here.”

“Stay here? How long?”

“I do not know,” Eurydice cried, and burst into tears. “Seeing is not my Gift. It never was. I do not understand what I See.”

Orpheus came and put his arm around her, and she turned her face into his shoulder.

“Idmon,” Jason said. “Go wake him, Tiphys. Sometimes he Sees. It may be he will understand this, although he has not been able to look ahead since we left Lemnos.” As Tiphys made his way carefully to Idmon’s place, Jason’s eyes came back to Eurydice. “Those accursed women sucked his skill from him. Women! Nothing but trouble.”

“She is doing her best, Jason,” Orpheus said softly.

Eurydice said nothing. Her inability to interpret the bright splashes of blood behind her eyes and the feeling of dread that weighted her heart had nothing to do with her being a woman. It was because she was not trained to understand. But she had never Seen in the Temple, not once. That was a prized Gift, more valued even than her own ability to Heal, and would have been nurtured carefully by the priestesses if they had detected the smallest talent for it. Finding was a related skill, yes, but that was Seeing in the past. That was different. Many could See past events, very few could See the future.

Baltaseros had claimed he could… Baltaseros! She had sucked out Baltaseros’ Power! Was it possible that she had taken with it the Gift of Seeing. For a moment Eurydice felt a fierce elation, but only for a moment. In the next instant, she was even more terrified. To See without knowing how to interpret her visions could be a great danger to those around her—and could drive her mad!

Idmon came, rubbing his eyes and huddling into his blanket, chilled with being wakened suddenly and with the emotions that flooded out of Eurydice. He listened to what Jason told him, and shook his head. “I sense her terror—” Then he stopped, looking confused, and stared at Eurydice; after that, he went on slowly, “No, not terror. She does not fear the vision for herself. Dread, yes, that is what she feels, dread, but what causes it—”

“Blood,” Eurydice sobbed. “I See blood, great splashes of blood. And a weight like that of mountains sits on my heart.”

“Child,” Idmon said, almost smiling and putting out a hand to pat her arm. “You are almost certainly Seeing the truth, but it is meaningless. Ahead of us on the Argo are many adventures, and in them we will doubtless spill some blood, our own and that of others.” He moved aside to speak softly to Jason. “The sense of dread may be more serious. But if she cannot put a time to her Seeing we could sit here for a year, or forever, and it could still overtake us. It may be some event that waits for us if we go forward and only by abandoning the search altogether could we avoid the Seeing.” He sighed and shrugged. “And even then, we might not.” He sighed again and shook his head. “As for me, I have no vision, none at all.”

“Then I think we should leave as soon as it is light enough to see,” Jason said. “I did not like the way Kyzikos and his court reacted to Orpheus. I think if we do not go, they may try to take him from us by force.”

“And they would give me back in no time at all,” Orpheus said. “I will sing them all such bellyaches and headaches they will be glad to be rid of me.”

Jason smiled at him. “Give you back, perhaps, but possibly not in the same condition that you arrived. No, I will take no chances with your safety, Orpheus.” He looked at Eurydice. “Unless the blood she Sees in the future is yours?”

Eurydice looked up at Orpheus, but no wound marred him and the dread did not increase. “Not specifically his,” she said faintly. “I do not know.”

“Do you wish to remain here in Kyzikos and avoid our fate?” Jason asked coldly.

Orpheus slackened his grip slightly, as if to allow her freedom to choose, but it was also a signal to her that he would go. Like the others, he had sworn to support Jason to the end of his quest. Eurydice knew she could stay safely in Kyzikos, but it did not matter.

“No,” she breathed. “If you go, I will go.”

“Take her to bed,” Jason said, less coldly. “When the crew is all returned and can be assembled, we will decide.”

* * *

Eurydice did not attend that council. Jason sent Orpheus to ask her if she had any more to say, but she had not and he bade her stay abed. Orpheus did not contest the order, but he was sure that Jason knew her pallid face and trembling voice would have a far greater effect than his own flat statement that Eurydice had seen battle and blood ahead if they left Kyzikos. It was Jason’s intention to have the crew agree to leave, and he accomplished his purpose easily.

A few scoffed at a woman’s ability to See anything; others reminded them sharply of the Pythoness, the priestess at Delphi, but even those were not inclined to be fearful. None of the men was afraid of visions of spilled blood. They were all skilled fighting men, and they had come on the voyage expecting to engage in battle. The few who spoke for staying a few days were not trying to avoid the battle but eager to enjoy the taverns and women of Kyzikos. When Jason said he wished to leave because he felt the king or some of his courtiers would try to catch and keep Orpheus, however, they voted for departure as one man.

Jason had detailed several plans for winning through the circle of ships that guarded the harbor, but no special device was necessary. They were hailed and questioned, but passed without difficulty when the guardians were assured that the Argo was in its rightful owner’s hands. The wind was wrong, coming down off the land full against the ship, so they never raised the mast and the men had to row all the way up the coast of the peninsula. However, the weather was fine, a light cloud keeping the sun from heating the rowers too much and enough wind to cool them with a breeze but not so strong as to interfere with the progress of the ship. And when they turned east, along the coast of the peninsula, the wind fell behind them and they were able to raise the mast, set sail, and coast along.

When he was free of his duty, Orpheus tried to cheer Eurydice by expanding on what Idmon had said and explaining that, though battle might be horrible to her as a woman, the men were mostly looking forward to it. She tried to respond, tried to explain that it was not the fact of battle but that it was the wrong battle. Orpheus laughed and said that no battle that was won was wrong, and eventually Eurydice forced a smile or two. Encouraged, he teased her a little, claiming that she was really disappointed because everything was going so well. He was trying to make her angry so she would not be able to dwell on her fears, she knew, and for his sake she denied the allegation as vehemently as she could.

At noon she roused herself to get out the supplies for the meal, and Orpheus took that as a good sign and lingered to talk here and there. Eurydice was glad of it because it saved her putting on a good face when her heart felt like a lump of cold iron in her breast and the red splotches still flashed behind her eyes from time to time, but she was not alone for long. Idmon came and sat beside her, asking why she was so frightened by her vision—not of the vision but by having it.

“Because I never had one before. Oh, sometimes I would feel that a thing was right or wrong, good or bad…” Her voice faltered. She had felt that about Baltaseros, that he was wrong and bad, no matter how kind his talk, and now she had absorbed his Gift—and perhaps his evil with it. But she could not admit to drinking Baltaseros’ Power, not to any man. Shivering, she said, “But I never Saw so clearly, knew I was Seeing the future.”

“Something must have set off the vision.”

“Yes, that I know. It was when Kyzikos pressed Jason to stay and Jason smiled and said he might, but I knew that he had decided to go as soon as he could. I Saw that was wrong; that we should stay; that we would not, and because of it fight a battle that was wrong.” Suddenly her eyes filled with tears. “I did not say that clearly last night. I was…”

“Yes, I know. But you still have no sense of time? That we could escape the battle if we stayed a day? a week?”

She shook her head.

“It does not matter then. Jason would not have waited in any case. Orpheus is too valuable.”

“Valuable?” Eurydice repeated. “Valuable, not dear?”

Idmon only smiled without answering the question and then began to talk about Seeing, about how to tell true vision from false, about how to make a vision clearer by blocking out all the senses. Eurydice wondered whether, if she had retreated into a light trance that would block external distraction, she could have clarified what she Saw in Kyzikos’ palace. She listened intensely to everything Idmon said, repeating over to herself some key points when he left her, saying that was enough and he would teach her more on the morrow.

His kindness and lessons had soothed away much of the terror that Seeing would drive her mad. She realized that it had never been a danger. She was not an innocent from a backward village upon whom visions fell without warning; she was accustomed to Power and to dealing with her Gift. However, that did not answer the question of whether Baltaseros’ evil had come with what she had taken from him. That worry and the warning of danger she carried grew heavier and heavier to bear, until she gave in and sank back against the bulkhead.

She was shivering and huddled around her not only was her cloak but a blanket. Most horrible was that she could see with her eyes that the sun was shining, but she also Saw a sky all grey and around the edges a roiling blackness that climbed higher and higher threatening all light. But like her vision in Kyzikos’ court, she had no sense of time. A storm was coming, but it might be tomorrow or a month from tomorrow. She looked toward the prow, but the men were at ease; plainly neither Lynkeus nor Ankaios sensed anything unusual. To shut out the terrible dichotomy, she closed her eyes, and then she slept, which she had not done all night.

Eurydice was wakened by a howl out of the bowels of hell—and knew she had chosen wrong. She should have given warning! That howl came from no human throat; the storm was upon them. She leapt to her feet and seized the rail as the ship heaved under her, and she screamed herself because her eyes saw now what had been inside her earlier, a grey sky with a terrible blackness boiling up and up from the horizon to swallow all.

Her cry was lost in the wind, in Orpheus’ sudden bellow “Pull!” and again “Pull!” to give timing to rowers who had no breath for song, in the sudden dreadful rasp of tearing cloth as the sail split, in the voices of Jason and Tiphys shouting at each other, Jason’s hand waving toward the shore and Tiphys’ pointing to the open sea. But though the rowers were pulling desperately, as fast as the oars could be lifted and plunged again into the water, the ship was making no forward movement. The wind was so strong that it drove them back despite the torn and half furled sail. They could not bring the Argo to the shore, and if they could—Eurydice stared out toward the land and saw the heaving whiteness that bespoke huge breakers. Not even Lynkeus could see his way to a clear beach.

So Tiphys won. The ship was turned away from shore and turned again to run before the wind as the sky grew blacker and blacker. And then the rain came and the waves, which had been high but not terrible at first, grew and grew into mountains. The oars were useless; the Argo pitched and rolled so that half the time the blades would beat the air instead of digging into the water and Jason shrieked at Orpheus to stop his chant, at the men to draw in the oars before they were broken by some frantic motion of the ship.

Rowing could not help them. The wind was so violent that the shreds of the sail and the mast and yard caught enough to give Tiphys steerage—if he could hold the oar. No need to fear that; Heracles had left his bench and was adding his strength to manage the tiller. But there was nowhere to steer, except away from the land, where the Argo would be crushed to splinters in moments, and head on into the mountainous waves where the ship would not be capsized in a broadside.

Oddly, Eurydice was not afraid. No matter that the Argo was climbing so steeply one moment that she had to cling to a rope or rail so as not to fall over and sliding down as steeply in the next moment, she never feared that the ship would fail and they would all drown. Not that the oppression of her spirits had lifted. She still was aware, actually even more sharply aware, that something terrible was going to happen—but that thing was not drowning. And when Jason struggled to reach her and shrieked in her ear, “Is this our fate?” she told him as calmly as it was possible to speak when screaming at the top of one’s lungs to be heard, “No. I saw blood, not water.”

He sent Orpheus to pass that word among the men, not so much because he believed her, as because it would raise their spirits. They were strong and steady. He did not fear they would panic in the face of terrible battle odds, but he was less sure of their steadiness in the face of drowning. He saw the results of his device at once. A few men smiled at Eurydice, who stood like an idiot, grasping the rail and watching the waves. More important, most loosened the death grip they had had on their oars, which would keep them afloat—as long as they had strength to hold on—if the ship failed. They would be ready to bail if necessary and alert for any emergency, and better able to carry out orders…if there came a time when he had orders to give.

Eurydice was so sure her feeling of dread had nothing to do with drowning that she forgot no Seer ever Sees his own fate. Thus, she stood with one hand lightly on the rail, gaping up with no more than incredulous interest at a wave that she knew the Argo could not climb. It towered over the ship, already folding inward but still suspended. Then, like a great bell inside her head, words boomed: Hold tight! And in that moment the wave fell on the ship.

Her hand had gripped convulsively when Orpheus’ voice invaded her mind. That grip prevented her from being washed away from the ship when the force of the water lifted her, as a swirl of air will lift a feather, and flung her over the rail. Terror tightened her grip, her free arm flailed wildly seeking anything solid to grab hold. The water roared in her ears and stung her eyes, leaving her blind and deaf, and almost as suddenly as it had fallen, drained away. But Eurydice was over the side, hanging by only one hand whose grip was inexorably failing. She could not even call out for help, although her mind shrieked in terror, because her mouth and throat were full of water.

Her flailing hand was seized, her other wrist also taken in a grip stronger than a vise. She was pulled, not gently, up over the rail, and slammed down on the deck.

“Idiot! Madwoman!” Orpheus roared. “Did I not tell you to go under the stern decking in time of danger?”

“For fighting, you said.”

Her voice was thin as a thread and broken with coughing and she had spoken in instinctive, defensive response, without thinking. How Orpheus heard her and understood her she could not guess, and she wished he had not. His eyes bulged with rage, and he picked her up and threw her under the deck. She landed soft enough; when the rain started she had thrust the blankets she used as a seat under the deck to protect them.

“And if you come out,” Orpheus’ voice followed her, “I will throw you overboard myself and be done with you.”

She did not suppose he meant it, no matter how angry he was, but she remembered why he had told her to be out of the way. He had said he would be distracted from his own defense if he needed to worry about her. How he had known she was not holding tight, how he had reached her when the wave lifted her she did not know. Others had been closer, but none except Orpheus had let go his own safehold to pull her back in time.

She stayed where she was, although it was worse in the shelter because the excitement and wonder that had sustained her while she stood on deck and watched the fury of the elements was gone. She was too aware of her aching arm and other bruises and that she was wet and shivering with cold. The ship plunged and rocked. Periodically, another huge wave would sweep her and flood the storage space. Oddments, first small then larger, broke loose from their fastenings and slid about, occasionally striking Eurydice. She tried at first to find a way to fix them into place, but her efforts were useless and twice she was flung down, once narrowly missing hitting her head on the sharp corner of a chest. She gave over then and crouched in the corner where the upper deck touched the bulkhead, barricading herself with the sodden blankets.

There seemed no end to the horror, but then Eurydice realized she could see some men scooping water from the lower deck and throwing it overboard while others bent to the oars. The blackness outside the deck, which had matched that under it, was growing lighter. And, as if that dawning had freed her other senses, she sensed that the motion of the ship was not as violent as it had been; Orpheus was calling to the rowers and just above her Tiphys and Jason were arguing again—and she could hear them instead of only the wailing and roaring of the wind and the sea.

There was land ahead, and this time it was Tiphys who wished to try to bring the ship up on the shore. They had this one chance, he said, this lull in the storm. And they had no choice either, Tiphys pointed out. The land curved north as far as Lynkeus could see, and with the wind from the west, no matter how he held the tiller they would be driven into it against their will as soon as the full fury of the storm struck again. Again Jason yielded to the experience of his helmsman. They spoke of the strength and height of the seas and the danger of a sudden gust sending the Argo off the narrow course of safety Ankaios felt in the passage into the cove Lynkeus had spotted. But, Eurydice’s new, unwelcome Gift screeched, it was death to land! Not by drowning but by battle.

Eurydice set her teeth, closed her eyes, and stuffed her fingers in her ears. She should have warned them against the storm! That decision had been wrong, but no one would listen to her babble of fighting the wrong battle. Now the men would welcome any battle against any odds compared with trying to fight the sea. She dared not speak, but she could not bear to listen to Orpheus’ voice, soaring still but shaking with strain, urging the oarsmen to efforts that twisted and tore even their hard muscles, all to bring them to a safety that would mean disaster.

But no attack came all through the danger of that landing, even after the ship was lifted high on a wave and smashed down on the beach so that half the crew were stunned and the other half seized ropes and plunged into the receding water to keep the Argo ashore. It was light enough to see and the wind was down to a rough breeze. Any enemy could have rushed upon them and cut them to ribbons.

Eurydice began to doubt her vision even though the warning, the mourning, within her grew stronger. She thrust down the impulse to beg Jason to set out to sea again and came out of hiding to help as she could—fetching rope from storage, finding axes for the men to cut branches to support the ship. And she Saw blood on the ground, which was carpeted with still bodies—while the crew frantically drew the Argo higher out of the water, lashed her to trees, piled rocks before her prow, struggling, exhausted as they were, to make her safe against the renewed storm.

They succeeded in that. The last rope was tied, the last branch propped against the ship’s side to keep her from tipping was pounded into the beach, and the ship was as immovable as they could make her before the lull in the storm was over. The sky was darkening again, but relief sent new strength to the crew, who spread out into the forest to gather dry sticks from under windfalls for fires. They laughed and called out to each other when a find was made, buoyed up by their narrow escape, but Eurydice crouched behind a leafy pole against the hull, and bit her lip until it bled.

She knew it would soon be dark as night again, the wind howling so that one could barely hear a man standing at one’s shoulder shout—no one would hear the attackers coming—and it would soon begin to rain. Now Eurydice knew the rain would be the signal. Soon after it began to fall the battle would begin—and it was wrong, the wrong battle! They must run away, run into the forest.

She shuddered and trembled fighting the nearly overwhelming impulse to cry her knowledge aloud. But telling her Seeing now was useless. Nothing would make the crew leave the ship. Each and every one of them would prefer death to yielding the Argo to an enemy. She watched, barely seeing, while the men started small fires at which they hoped to dry more wood. A few spatters of rain fell. She clapped both hands over her mouth. She heard the most beautiful voice in the world, ultimately human as it spewed foul words—Orpheus blaspheming fluently. Her eyes drawn by his voice saw him with his back to the land beyond the ship trying, with the help of Castor and Polydeuces, to contrive a shelter to keep the fire alive. She gasped, choked. But the fire should go out. It would draw those who would attack! Orpheus would die.

No! The pang of terror that thought sent through her broke the dazed confusion engendered by resisting the need to cry her Seeing aloud. Orpheus’ death was no part of the vision, nor was the death of any man of the crew. She only Saw blood—too much blood and felt a terrible weight of sorrow.

The rising wind whipped the fires, setting them flaring. Clear headed now, Eurydice pushed herself free of her shelter. She had erred once in holding back a warning; she would not do that again. She did not need to tell the men to flee. They would laugh at her for that, but she could do something. She could warn them that a battle was coming so they would be armed and ready.

Fighting against the rising wind and intermittent lashes of rain, Eurydice began to seek Idmon, who would be listened to more readily than she. She found Jason instead. He caught her aim, peered into her face in the uncertain light of the erratic flames.

“What now?” he roared, half in ill temper, half to be heard.

“Put out the fires!” Eurydice shrieked. “Those who come will see them. They will think you are enemies and attack.”

For a long moment Jason stared at her, trying to make out her expression in the varying light. Eurydice knew he would see eyes so wide the whites showed all the way round the iris. She feared he would think she had gone mad with fear and would discount her words. She wanted to sound calm, to explain clearly, but panic seized her.

“This is my vision,” she screamed. “Now is the time. Here is the place.” Sobs broke her voice. “Blood, too much blood.”

At last he turned his head and bellowed for his men to douse the fires and arm for battle. The words were nearly drowned, for at that moment the skies opened and water poured down from them as from an infinitely large bucket. The fires went out by themselves, and the men nearest him heard at least the word “battle.” Some ran to spread the order to those who could not hear above the wind. Others leapt up the ladder to snatch shields and javelins from storage places and throw them down to the men below.

“No,” Eurydice wailed. “It is wrong to fight.”

Jason had not let go of her arm, and now he looked at her and shook her hard. “You shut your mouth!” His voice, low and ugly, somehow carried to her; it was redolent with threat.

“If we are attacked, we must fight. It cannot be wrong, Seeing or no Seeing. Go up on the ship and keep quiet.”

The terrible compulsion to tell her vision was broken by Jason’s rough handling and the menace in him. Wordless now, Eurydice nodded. The truth was that her own nature and training agreed with Jason. If you were attacked, you fought back. If you did not, you had a good chance of ending dead before you could explain anything—and right or wrong she did not wish to be among the dead. She had had no intention of crying out that it was wrong to fight. The words had spilled out of her without volition, some need caused by the vision. The words were part of the warning, the mourning.

A man rushed over and thrust a shield at Jason, nearly striking Eurydice with the edge. She shied back and Jason pushed her away, but before she could turn toward the ship she was caught by another male arm. The hand was also holding a shield, but the arm was extended to receive her. The arm closed, and she was brought hard against a man’s chest. She did not struggle. Orpheus had come for her. She lifted her face. His mouth covered hers in a hard kiss.

And in that moment, it was gone! The weight of dread was gone! The mourning, the warning, were in her memory, but her heart was not bound to them. Her spirit was freed just as, above the wind and mingled with it, came bellows of rage, of challenge. Orpheus broke the kiss.

“Take my cithara,” he shouted.

She nodded, lifting the strap over his head and holding it open so he could pull his right arm through. There was a sword in his right hand.

“And remember,” he bellowed, pushing her back toward the ship, “if you do not stay aboard and remain hidden, I will beat you witless.”

“So long as you come back unhurt and strong enough to beat me, I will be content,” she yelled back. “Be careful.”

She thought she heard him laugh, but he was already a little distance away, surrounded by other men all moving forward, all shouting challenges in return to those they had heard. If the attackers were replying, she could not hear them. She dodged and ducked between the advancing men for another moment or two, and then she was free. Unable to resist, she turned to look but she could see nothing through the lashing rain. From higher up, from the deck she might be able to watch for Orpheus—even cast a protection if he needed it…even kill, if he needed it.

She hurried toward the ladder, gasped as a huge shadow lunged toward her. Had some of the attacking force come through the woods to seize the ship? But the shadow went right past her and charged after the other men and she heard wailing and cursing in a voice that could only be Hylas. Hanging the cithara on her own shoulder, she wondered about that as she struggled up the ladder. Hylas was young, but he was old enough to fight.

The wind caught the cithara, and Eurydice cried out with fear it would be damaged and grabbed for it with one hand, clinging desperately with the other. She heard some noise above her, but paid no mind until something thrown from above flew by her. She cried out again and shrank as close to the ladder as should get, again wondering if the enemies had somehow crept around and onto the ship.

“Get away! Get down! I will cut your head off if you come higher!”

No one could mistake Hylas’ voice. Eurydice suddenly realized that Heracles must have bidden the boy remain aboard to guard the ship—which he was sure would need no guarding—to keep him safe from the fighting. She felt a strong spurt of sympathy for Hylas and wondered if Heracles’ seeming kindness to him was not the greatest ill that could befall him. But she could not remain clinging to the ladder. Her strength would soon give out, and even the oiled leather case of the cithara could not be proof against the beating rain for long.

“It is I, Eurydice,” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “Let me up!”

“Why should I?” he shrieked back, appearing by the rail at the top of the ladder, holding a sword quite competently, too competently for Eurydice to try to pass him. “You foul woman! You have brought this upon us—you and your visions. Heracles may be hurt! Get down! I hope you will be killed or seized.”

“I have Orpheus’ cithara,” Eurydice yelled. “If I am hurt or taken, or if I fall off this ladder, the cithara will be broken or lost. Do you want to explain that to Orpheus and to Jason? Perhaps even Heracles would fail to understand. Let me up, you fool!”

“No,” he shouted. “I do not care! I hate Orpheus and his sickly songs. I never wanted you aboard. I—”

And Eurydice lost her patience, and spat, “Anagkazo hypnos stigme! Tom!” Hylas disappeared.

She had been cold and was suddenly so frozen that her hand could barely grip the ladder rung above her. She had to let go of the cithara and add her other hand to keep her place. But she had expected that, and the draining was always worse if she cast a spell in anger, which did not accord with her Gift. At least the worst had not happened. Hylas could have been leaning forward at the moment the sleeping spell hit and have fallen off the ship on top of her. Wearily, breathing hard, she struggled up the rest of the way, managed not to step on Hylas as she got over the side, thrust the cithara under the deck, out of the worst of the rain, and rushed to the rail to look out.

Very faintly she could hear a sort of ringing, which must be the clang of metal on metal, and now and again she thought she heard a shout or scream, but she could see nothing no matter how she strained. There was not much open ground. Likely the men were fighting among the trees—and that meant that the crew of the Argo were the stronger. Had the attackers been prevailing, the battle would have been forced back toward the ship. But winning for a group was no assurance of safety for any one man.

A spell to sharpen her eyes? Even as she thought it she shuddered with cold, and she knew that her physical discomfort, her fear for Orpheus, her knowledge that there was great grief coming, would all interfere with her reaching for more Power. Did that matter? She was not empty. But she might need what she had for something more important—for Healing.

Staring into the pouring rain, Eurydice doubted that even spell-enhanced vision could bring any clear images. The darkness that obscured the shadows of the trees was not caused only by the storm. Night had fallen and no break in the clouds would bring light for many hours. And even if she could see, Eurydice thought, gnawing on her already sore lip, would she be able to pick out Orpheus from the crowd of struggling men? When he was nearer, yes. But at this distance? And she was also afraid that her meddling would do more harm than good. What if she struck down the man he was facing only to bring a fiercer, stronger enemy against him when she had no more Power to expend?

She took a deep breath, turned her back to the battle she could not see, and looked north. “Lady Goddess,” she breathed, “keep him safe for me. You are the Huntress, the warrior; I Heal the wounds so men can fight again. Defend the sweet-singer, or give me strength to Heal him.”

For one moment the clammy chill of her wet clothing, the cold fingers of rain that tapped on her head and slid down her cheeks, the bite of the wind were all gone. For one sweet moment she was wrapped in a scented warmth. She breathed a long sigh as the cold returned, but it was only the cold of the body now. Inside she was still warm, still full of the Goddess-given Power, and utterly content. Well, she thought, I had better get under the deck as Orpheus told me—not that he, or anyone else, could see even if I waved my arms and jumped up and down, but I will be out of the rain—

An odd gurgle interrupted her thought, and she froze, staring toward the ladder. It was dark, but not so dark she should not see a shadow rise above the bulkhead. Then she remembered Hylas. Oh, fool that I am, she thought. He must have fallen on his back and be sleeping with his mouth open. He would drown!

Even as she rushed over to turn him on his side, Eurydice wondered if it would not be best for everyone if she just let him drown himself. But no one would really believe he could have died choking and gasping without either waking or her hearing him. Nor, she realized, could she leave him lying in the rain. He would be sick, and that would distress Heracles—and the whole crew would have to listen to him whine and moan. She sighed, gestured, muttering “Aphupnizo.”

She began to turn away and slip quickly under the deck, leaving Hylas to find himself rousing from sleep. It would have saved her from his recriminations, but she could not do it. The boy hated himself enough; she did not need to add to that by making him think he had fallen asleep, in dereliction of duty and uncaring of what happened to his protector.

“What happened?” Hylas cried as his eyes opened. “Heracles! Where is Heracles? What happened to me?”

“I think you fainted,” Eurydice replied. “The fighting is still going on, but it seems to be getting farther and farther from the ship, so those who attacked us are being pushed back. We are quite safe.”

“I am no coward!” the boy screamed. “I wanted to go to fight with the others. Heracles would not let me.”

“I know that,” Eurydice said, feeling sorry for him again. “I heard you arguing. Perhaps your fear for him overcame you.” She hesitated, almost ready to tell the truth, but then said in a rush, “Have you ever thought you would be better off without his protection?”

“I love him!”

“He is lovable,” Eurydice agreed, conscious as she spoke that she no longer needed to shout to be heard. The wind was dying. “Nonetheless, you will never be a man while you are with him. He gives too much, too willingly.”

“You think I give nothing because you give nothing, you cold-hearted bitch. You take everything Orpheus gives, and do not care whether he lives or dies.”

Eurydice almost laughed and then, with a sense of shock, realized Hylas’ taunt did not hurt because it was not true. She stood up and turned toward the rail again. Over her shoulder she said, “Oh, I care, but his loss can only hurt me. It cannot diminish me. I have taken his gifts, as you say, but Orpheus does not make me what I am. I am myself, always, with Orpheus or without him.”

 


Chapter Nine

 

With the slackening of the storm, Eurydice hoped she would be able to judge the progress of the battle better, but she could see nothing at all and the sounds that drifted back were no louder than the few that had risen above the wind and rain earlier. Still she stood, straining eyes and ears, and Hylas stood beside her. How long a time passed, she could not say, but the rain fell more gently, then stopped, and in no long time, a silvery light filled the cove in which the ship lay.

“Lady Huntress,” she breathed, “may I use Your light to seek the warriors who may need healing?” On the words, a cloud obscured the moon. Eurydice bowed her head. That was a clear refusal. “I obey,” she sighed.

She knew what she had asked was wrong, a lie. She would have been seeking Orpheus—and the Lady knew. It was not safe to lie to the Goddess. Nor was it safe to go onto a battlefield to Heal. Fight-crazed men could strike out at anything that moved, and men mad with pain could kill a healer when no comrade was by to constrain and reassure. There was no sound of metal on metal now, only a very dim murmur—perhaps voices calling far away or muted by the trees. She shivered suddenly and realized she was a fool to be standing there doing nothing. She must be ready to Heal when the men returned, and she would be far more effective if half her strength was not turned to resisting her own physical misery. Somewhere she must find something warm and dry to wear.

The storage areas were a disaster of tumbled chests and soaked bags and bales, but Eurydice eventually found a chest in which clothing was kept. She opened the hasp. The garments—whose, she had no idea—on top were wet, and she put those aside. The fourth tunic was dry. She threw off her sodden cloak and was just lifting her gown to remove that too, when Hylas cried out.

“What are you doing? Do you think you can steal someone’s clothes? Do you think I will not say who took them?”

“Oh, do not be such an idiot,” Eurydice snarled. “If you had the sense of a flea, you would be seeking out dry garments for yourself, so that you would not be shaking like a leaf and could help me bind up the wounded and warm them and feed them. There is much to do. Dry clothing must be found for the rest of the men. They will be soaked and frozen when they return. Dry wood is needed too, at least enough to start a fire at which more wood can be dried. If you will not help, get out of my way.”

He gaped at her, and she pulled off her gown and under-tunic with as little regard for him as if he were another pillar holding up the deck and yanked the dry tunic over her head. It was much too large, but she merely pulled the excess length up over the rope she had been using as a girdle on her gown. Then she turned to scrabble in the chest again, but there was no cloak and she hissed with impatience as she looked for another chest.

“Here,” Hylas said, thrusting a dry blanket at her. “Use this. Most of the cloaks were cast aside when the men were rowing so hard and are soaking wet.”

His voice was angry, but Eurydice thought not with her, and she replied, “Thank you.”

“I will go look for wood. I will be safer in the forest than you.”

Eurydice opened her mouth to say she doubted that, but instead she nodded and turned away, muttering the look-past-me spell. As Hylas moved, she stepped closer and touched him gently—as if she had brushed him by accident—and whispered, “stroumai.”

Hylas’ head snapped around toward her, but she had already drawn away, shrugged, and said, “Sorry.” She knew at once that the spell was working. Her eyes slid right past him and fixed on a post. Unfortunately, that had its drawbacks. She had no idea when he left the ship or where he went, and she realized a little too late that she was going to have a problem removing the spell if she could not find him and touch him.

Eurydice brought her teeth down on her lip and released it hastily; it was already sore from being gnawed on. Because these people were real to her, meant something to her—unlike those who came to the temple for help or those who came to buy her services in the towns and villages…before they turned on her—she was making stupid mistakes. Had she not learned among her earliest lessons that magic was a last resort? That nine times out often casting a spell caused more trouble than it saved?

She ran to the rail again, but the light of the moon did not pierce the forest. She heard nothing either, unless…faintly, shouting? screaming? She leaned so far forward that she almost fell over, then pulled herself back with an angry shake of the head. She was worse than Hylas. She knew what she should be doing and was wasting time. With set teeth, she turned back and gave her attention to sorting dry from wet clothing. But she soon discovered the excuse of finding places to hang the wet clothing to dry so that she could come out from under the upper deck and hang over the rail.

The second time she did so she saw a heap of wood. Hylas was safe and was doing something practical. The next time, she could not resist going to the rail, the heap was larger. She was just about to force herself to turn away again when, from the woods, she heard Hylas cry, “Heracles!”

Almost at the same moment she heard the pound of running feet and she dropped the clothing in her arms and rushed to the ladder. As she began to climb down, she heard Hylas cry, “Heracles!” again, his voice louder, more frantic, and Heracles shouted, “Let me be for now. Polyphemus is hurt,” as if Hylas was a considerable distance from him.

Eurydice was at the foot of the ladder when Heracles burst through the last of the trees into the little beach clearing where the ship lay. She ran to meet him, her heart sinking at the way Polyphemus’ head sagged limply over Heracles’s arm. If he were dead or near dead, he was beyond her Power.

“Put him down,” she shouted, pulling at Heracles’ arm.

“Let me go!” the big man roared, wrenching his arm free. “I must find Eurydice.”

“I am Eurydice!” she shrieked. “Put Polyphemus down so I can see his wound.”

“Eurydice?” Heracles gasped, then shook his head, as if he were surprised to see her, and laid his burden down. “He took the blow for me,” he said, shook his head again. “Have you been pulling at my arm in the woods?”

She did not reply to that, realizing she had made mischief by her stupidity. Hylas must have seen Heracles and been trying to draw his attention. She put that future source of trouble out of her mind as she unhooked Polyphemus’ belt and raised his bloodstained tunic. His whole side was black with blood in the moonlight and Eurydice muttered softly to summon a witch-light. She bitterly regretted the expenditure of Power for such a purpose and because Heracles winced aside from the glowing ball, clearly alarmed by it. She should have told Hylas to prepare torches. But she had not, and she had to see now! A man could die of a little wound if it bled too much.

Waving the light lower, she saw that the blood came from a long slash at Polyphemus’ waist, rum ting down toward the belly. She brought the light down even farther. Much as she liked the young man, if his gut was opened, she would not waste the Power to save him, since he would likely rot. She had not the time or the strength to sit by him day after day cooling his fever and cleaning each small spot of decay until he was strong.

No slimy whitish pink intestines showed, however. Below the welling blood was solid muscle, dark red and ridged, from the edges of the cut right down to the bottom. She pressed the edges together and Saw the flesh knitted, bonded, smooth. Warmth flowed up from her own gut, out and down through arms and hands. She Saw the pale blue water-like light seeping from her fingers into the cut, filling it. The blood stopped flowing.

Heracles, who had stayed on his knees beside her despite the witchlight, cried out, “No! He is not dead! He is not!”

“No, indeed,” Eurydice snapped. “Stop caterwauling in my ear.” She dismissed the witchlight For what she had left to do the moonlight would be sufficient.

“But his blood no longer flows—”

Then Heracles’ mind caught up with what his eyes were seeing. At first, only the cessation of bleeding—which to him had meant the heart had stopped beating—had any meaning. Now he saw that the wound was closed.

“What did you do?” he breathed. “The wound is gone.”

“Not gone.” Eurydice sighed. “I could not give so much of my strength to bind the flesh as if it had never been severed. He will need some days of rest to finish the healing. Where is Orpheus?”

“He was close by Jason, safe enough when I last saw him,” Heracles replied. His arm jerked, and he looked at it, frowning.

“Why did you not let me come?” Hylas whined.

Heracles’ head lifted, turned this way and that. Eurydice leapt to her feet, reached blindly in the direction of the voice until her hand fell on flesh, and muttered, “Thialuo aorton.”

“Hylas!” Heracles exclaimed, also getting to his feet. “I did not see you. And that is a stupid question. I did not let you come because I did not want to see you in Polyphemus’ condition.”

“What do you mean you did not see me?” Hylas shrieked. “I have been pulling at you for I do not know how long.”

“I am sorry, my dear,” Heracles said, but his eyes had gone back to Eurydice, who was kneeling by Polyphemus again, examining him. “Polyphemus took the blow for me and I was…concerned.” He watched another moment in silence, then asked anxiously, “What is wrong, Eurydice?”

She did not answer, lifting Polyphemus’ lids to look in his eyes and feeling the back of his neck. Then he moved his head and groaned. She sat back with some satisfaction.

“Nothing is wrong. I was just making sure that he had no injury I had not noticed.” She looked around and found her object—with some relief. “Hylas, go get a dry blanket and a dry tunic for Polyphemus. After Heracles moves him, you can change him.”

“Fetch a blanket for Polyphemus?” Hylas cried. “I am no servant! Why—”

Eurydice did not even glance at him. Overriding his voice, she asked, “Are you hurt, Heracles?”

“Two scratches that are not even worth binding, certainly they need no Healing,” he said. “I will fetch the blanket.”

“No, you will not!” Eurydice exclaimed. “If you do not need my care, you had better go back, in case others need help to come to me.”

“I want to go with Heracles,” Hylas whined.

“He does not need you. I do,” Eurydice snapped. “Heracles, there may be others bleeding to death while you stand here.” He started, almost as if she had slapped him, and ran off into the woods. Eurydice turned to Hylas, repeating what she had said earlier, “Now do as I asked or get out of my way!”

She headed for the ladder with Hylas lagging behind, but she did not go for the pile of dry blankets. She sought instead the rag chest, drew out a dry tunic, and with the aid of her knife began to tear it into strips for bandages. Sidelong, she glanced at Hylas, wondering whether he would leave Polyphemus lying much longer on the cold ground and take the chance that Heracles would return and find the friend who had been wounded in his stead in that condition. If Hylas was that far gone, she would have to care for Polyphemus herself or the cold and damp would make him sicker. By the time she had torn a second tunic into strips, Hylas was gone. She heard voices closer, gathered up her bandages and the needles and thread she had bought, and ran down the ladder.

The trees were apparently a more effective barrier to sound than she had guessed. She had expected to meet the men coming out of the woods, but when she reached the ground, she found five badly wounded men lying on the scant grass, others too hurt to work but less badly injured propped against the ship’s support poles while the greatest portion of the crew were starting fires, taking the dry clothing and blankets from the piles she had dropped from the ship, and attending to one another’s minor injuries. Someone had made and lit torches, setting them into the sand at intervals. She snatched up one and went quickly from one to another of the worst injured men, asking how they were hurt.

Two did not answer, and she knelt beside the nearest, catching her breath when she saw it was Lynkeus until she could find his wound. His arm was broken, the bone thrusting through the flesh on the underside; it must have been so painful that he lost his senses. The wound was ugly, but she knew she could set the bone—the end was not splintered—and heal the flesh so no harm would be done. She turned away to the other, whom she did not know. This was worse, much worse; his left leg was torn open from knee to thigh and the blood was still pulsing out through a rough bandage. Eurydice thrust her torch into the sand as near to the wounded leg as she could get, tore off the blood-soaked bandage, and laid her hands on the highest point of the wound, from where most of the blood was coming. She pressed the gaping cut together, and to her great relief the man tried to twitch away from her and groaned.

“What are you doing?” a voice cried. “Put back that bandage at once!”

“Do you want him dead?” Eurydice snarled. “I am Healing him, you fool.”

“Jason,” the voice cried, fading as if the speaker was running off into the woods.

She had left the unknown man and, with Castor’s help—he had a cut high on one arm and several ugly looking bruises, which he accounted as not being hurt at all—had set Lynkeus’ broken bone. Lynkeus had screamed only once, as she drew the bone back to set it, before he lost consciousness again so that Eurydice was able to smooth the torn flesh together and bind it without his resistance. But she had Healed only lightly, and had reinforced her work with more mundane methods, a heavy splint, a bandage, and a sling.

Even so, Eurydice was beginning to feel cold and faint. Never before had she needed to Heal such dreadful wounds so quickly. In the temple, patients had been brought one at a time with ample periods to rest in between, and, although she was the strongest, there were other Healers to help carry a heavy burden. No more, she resolved. I cannot spare more Power. I must save what is left in me for Orpheus. The thought sent a little cold shiver through her. When she had first seen that he was not among the worst wounded, Eurydice’s fears for Orpheus had receded. Now a far greater fear was beginning to eat at her, leaving her strangely hollow within. No more men were coming from the wood. Where was Orpheus?

Not wishing to stand until the faintness that washed over her had receded, she had sat back on her heels and closed her eyes. A hand fell on her shoulder. She looked up then with frantic anxiety beyond the first face she saw.

“Orpheus,” she cried, struggling to rise.

He thrust away the hand on her shoulder—Jason’s—and lifted her, holding her against him.

“What are you doing?” Jason asked her.

“Are you safe? Unhurt?” she asked Orpheus.

“Eurydice,” Jason snarled, “Admetos said you have killed Koronus.”

“Orpheus? Eurydice shrieked when he did not answer, trying to push away far enough to see him.

“Eurydice!” Jason shouted.

“I am whole! I am whole!” Orpheus assured her, relaxing his grip enough so that she could look at him.

“There is blood on you,” she cried.

“Other men’s,” he said, shaking her lightly. “Answer Jason. What did you do to Koronus?”

“Who is Koronus?” she asked angrily.

“He is lying there,” Jason said, pointing.

Eurydice blinked. “Oh, him,” she said. “I Healed him. I told you I could Heal a little.”

Before she had finished her sentence, Jason had gone to kneel by Koronus. “He is breathing,” he said, sounding surprised and then, his voice rising with shock, “His wound is closed.” He stood up and gestured for Eurydice to come away from the little group of wounded. “Is Polyphemus also alive?” he asked.

Eurydice had allowed Orpheus to lead her close to Jason. Now she let her head fall forward onto Orpheus’ breast. “He should be,” she sighed. “I do not know where he is lying. I told Hylas to put a dry tunic on him and a blanket around him. Someone should do that for Koronus, too.” She took a deep breath and lifted her head; under her cheek, Orpheus’ body had been warm and steady. Nonetheless, she was driven to ask again, “Are you sure you have no wound, Orpheus?”

“If Koronus and Polyphemus are alive, you can Heal more than a little,” Jason said.

“Desperation gives more strength than comes by nature,” Orpheus put in firmly. “Can you not see she is drained out?”

“And I can do no more,” Eurydice added, keeping her voice faint, but that was largely because she did not wish to waken that acquisitiveness she had seen several times in Jason when her Power had been exposed. “I hope there are no more who will die, if I do not Heal them, but…”

“No, it does not matter,” Jason said.

He started to turn away and then stopped, looking confused as if he could not remember what he had intended to do.

Once the immediate purpose of protecting one of the wounded from greater harm became ridiculous, a more overwhelming trouble that the emergency had overridden gripped him again. He glanced toward the woods, his jaw tightening, but the determination faltered—the first time she had ever seen that in Jason—and he looked down at the ground. Eurydice shrank back as she felt the well of horror in him that the minor fear for Koronus had covered, but her haven was no safe one. Orpheus also exuded a sick despair.

“If it is very important,” she whispered, drawing in on herself, shivering, “I could try.”

Jason shook his head. “There was one other I would have brought to be saved, if I had known you could save him and if he had not been dead already when my blade left his body.” He began to shudder and then stiffened against it. “You were right, Eurydice. There was too much blood, and this was the wrong battle, one we should not have fought. Kyzikos is dead, and by my hand. I took his guest-gift and then I killed him. I have sinned by refusing to heed your warning.”

“Jason,” Orpheus said, “you fled for my sake. I share your sin.”

Jason shook his head again. “You offered to let them take you.”

“You mean it was Kyzikos and the Doliones who attacked you?” Eurydice asked, wide-eyed.

“Yes,” Jason said. “They thought they were attacking a band of Gegeneis, who had raided the eastern side of the city the night we left. One of the dying cursed us for raiding and called us Gegeneis.”

Eurydice shivered and Orpheus held her closer. “Then you might as well say I am to blame for being too stupid to interpret my own vision. Now I can see clearly enough. What battle could be a ‘wrong battle’ except one against our host?” She sighed heavily. “I am sorry. I was never trained to be a Seer.”

“Whom they would destroy, the gods first make mad,” Jason said. “You were not so blind—or blinded—as I. Once we were out of the palace, why did I insist on fleeing the city? We could have stayed without putting Orpheus at risk. I could have hidden him, sent him away, said he was sick…”

“I saw they were too enamoured of my singing,” Orpheus said. “Why was I so vain? I could have sounded a false note, sung less than my best.”

“Now we all see.” Jason’s tone was bitter. “Now it is too late. We are left with a pretty choice—to abandon the ship or fight against overwhelming odds to save her. In any case, my dreams of glory must be abandoned.”

Although he was still holding her, Eurydice felt Orpheus was no longer aware of her. “We cannot run,” he said dully. “To carry the wounded would slow us and I think they will pursue us however far we go.” Eurydice felt a tremor in his arm. “It was a mistake to try to kill them all. Now those who escaped will burn with hatred and rally a larger force against us.”

“How could I know?” Jason muttered. “I thought they were an outlaw band, that they had nowhere to run to, and that the world would be better off without them. It is too late to worry about that now. I agree they will soon come again, and this time with an army prepared to overwhelm us. The question is, have we time enough to launch the ship? Is it possible to do so?”

Eurydice could see Orpheus’ eyes turned toward the beach where, although the wind now blew only lightly, huge breakers still flung themselves so high that the ship strained at the mooring ropes and the anchoring poles. It was plain enough that to remove ropes and poles was to court immediate disaster and, if that did not befall, the hope of getting the ship through the passage into the cove was nil. More than half the men were wounded, and she had not seen Tiphys or Ankaios, who would need to be well and alert to steer the Argo.

“We have a better chance to withstand an army,” Orpheus said, although he knew Jason was not really asking the questions of him. “You must ask Tiphys, of course, but I do not believe there is any way we could launch the ship.”

“I do not need to ask. I know that launching could only destroy her and drown us. Perhaps this voyage is doomed. First I was beguiled by the women of Lemnos. Now I have sinned against my host. I wonder if I swore to return to Yolcos, to accept Pelias as king, whether that would save us.”

Eurydice wanted to cry out that she knew it would not—the last thing she desired was to be taken into Greek lands, assuming they could save the ship—but she dared not urge Jason to continue lest what she said be taken as prophecy. On the other hand, she had to say something! She was sure that a good part of Jason’s and Orpheus’ trouble was that they were exhausted—as were all the other men, who, instead of resting, were still milling about doing useless things. They were exhausted from working so hard to save the Argo from the storm and fighting a bitter battle. Exhaustion of the flesh dulls the mind and often sinks the spirit into despair when there is little cause.

Of course, the gods could be vengeful and unreasonable and snatch a defeat out of the jaws of victory by that means, if they wished, but it was stupid to assume that before it was proven. Her own Lady, Eurydice knew, was often mischievous and set testings and puzzles along the smooth path of life. And Eurydice sensed no evil ahead. The men needed a leader to order them to lie down and rest while Jason and Orpheus needed something that would jolt them out of the rutted road to despair. To accept an evil fate often brought that fate upon one. She searched within herself, but the pall of mourning that had oppressed her was gone completely. Unfortunately, that might mean no more than that her ability to See was gone. She must make that clear, but she must speak and offer some hope.

“I have no Seeing,” Eurydice said firmly into the silence that had fallen. “That is gone, perhaps forever, but it seems to me that instead of moaning about mistakes and sin, you should set about amending the evil you have unwittingly done. Gather up the dead and wounded Doliones. Lay out the dead with honor and bind up the wounds of the living—”

Both men looked at her as if she had grown an extra head.

“An army is coming,” Orpheus repeated patiently. He touched her face. “Perhaps you had better leave the wounded now and slip away into the forest. They will not search for you.”

Eurydice ignored him. She knew what he said was true and she could escape. Only…she did not wish to leave. She did not ask herself why; she only told herself she could slip away at any time if all else failed…if harm came to Orpheus. She pushed that thought away. For now, she was bound to these men—until Orpheus was free of them.

“Might that army not pause if their own dead and wounded, carefully tended, were set in their path?” she suggested.

Orpheus opened his mouth, but nothing came out of it.

Jason shook his head as if he had been slapped and said, “That is a most excellent idea. I—” His voice stopped, and he stared at Eurydice. “Tell me, witch,” he went on softly, “why did I not think of that myself?”

Eurydice wanted desperately to say it was because all men were idiots and could only think of fighting or running, never of smoothing over a quarrel to make peace, but she said nothing. In a way, she would rather have Jason suspicious that she had been manipulating him than admiring her Gift. If he feared she might try to rule him, he would be less likely to want to hold her.

“Because we are both sore and weary and very sad,” Orpheus said, laying a hand on Jason’s arm. “It is nothing to do with Eurydice. I have just had a thought myself that should have come to me much sooner. When we have laid all out, I will sit by them and play a dirge to echo our sorrow over the ill we have done. The army will hear the music before they see us and their hearts will be filled with grief instead of hatred. If I can explain before the hatred returns—”

Eurydice stiffened, but before she could protest Orpheus exposing himself, Jason shook his head and said, “I will explain. I have offended and I must be the one to offer apology and restitution, but playing a dirge will help. They will not shout if you are playing, and I will have a chance to speak.”

“Yes, that is best,” Orpheus said. He turned to Eurydice with a brilliant smile. “You have cast us a life line, Eurydice. Where did you leave my cithara?”

* * *

The man who had been scia-Kyzikos had become Kyzikos. As he led his army up the eastern shore of the peninsula, the sun was high. He was much surprised to hear the clear notes of a seven-string cithara drifting through the trees. Tears filled his eyes as grief overwhelmed the rage that had driven him. The voice of the singer—he could not make out the words—was broken (most musically) with mourning, with a sorrow as deep as his own. He hesitated, then hurried forward, passing on to his leaders the word that they had come upon some friends. The voice, the music, could only be Orpheus. Having heard him once, no man forgot.

The army followed him, but without haste or preparation to fight. The new Kyzikos thought, until he came through the last of the trees onto the small beach, that the singer and his party had been shipwrecked, that they had lost companions for whom Orpheus mourned. He had hoped to ask whether they had heard or seen the battle for the directions given by those who had escaped, as even the guidance of the few who had returned with them had failed to bring them to where their dead should have been scattered among the trees.

Even when he saw the dead Kyzikos on the raised bier he only thought the Argonauts had found their dead, but the wailing of the cithara and the voice like honey trickling over raw-edged sorrow went on—and then he saw the man, tear-stained and ash smeared, who sat beside the bier.

“Jason!”

A last note of the cithara whispered into silence; the singer’s voice was still. Into the quiet, Jason cried, “I have sinned against my host, but not by my will nor by my intention.”

“You! It was you who raided our city?”

“No, not that,” Jason replied, lifting his streaked, red-eyed face. “We sailed away that very night. We had not even founded the peninsula when your city was attacked. On the next day, we were overtaken by a terrible storm that drove us back onto your land—but we did not know it! We had never seen this shore. So when a force burst from the forest crying out for blood and death, we—we fought back.”

“Not you!” the new Kyzikos cried. “Kyzikos did not attack you! You were his guest! You still had two days of full guest’s right. He would not attack you.”

“Not by his will, or by intent, no,” Jason said.

“It was the Gegeneis he went to destroy,” Kyzikos insisted, still unable to absorb the double tragedy.

“Assuredly,” Jason agreed. “Who else would he bid his men fall upon without warning, without parley? Only an enemy who had already wreaked havoc. But it was owing to that lack of challenge that we came to blows. We thought those who had attacked us were outlaws who desired our ship and goods. I thought the world would be better without them—and so I ordered that no quarter be offered, that we pursue and kill every man we could.”

He drew a deep breath, shuddered, and gestured toward the rows of bodies, washed clean of blood, with straightened limbs, and decently covered with blankets, to the few wounded, who had been sewed up, salved, bandaged, given clean tunics and dry blankets while his own men and he himself still shivered in damp clothing.

“We grieve with you.” The cithara sounded softly, sadly, lending music to Jason’s voice. “If you desire it, we will go with you and hunt the Gegeneis.”

 


Chapter Ten

 

It was three weeks before the Argo finally set out again. Jason and the other lightly wounded had returned to the city with the new Kyzikos, leaving Tiphys to bring the ship, carrying the wounded, as soon as the sea calmed. Kyzikos had accepted Jason’s offer to go against the Gegeneis with them. He had evidence of the fighting skills of the Argonauts in the dead he was bringing home with him.

Orpheus and Eurydice had scarcely exchanged twenty words between their return to Kyzikos city and their setting sail anew. He had gone with Jason and the army while she had attended the wounded on the ship. When she heard of the plan to hunt down the Gegeneis after the funerals, she sought Orpheus out and protested vigorously that he was a musician, not a fighter.

He had laughed at her arguments. “I can fight well enough,” he said.

“I am sure you can,” she replied, acidly, “and when it is necessary, it is necessary. It is not necessary now. A whole army is following Kyzikos. A chance blow across your hand could deprive us all of your music. Can one man—who is no Heracles, you must admit that—add anything to the fighting force that is worth that risk?”

Orpheus’ eyes grew dark, his face as hard as marble. “I am pledged to Jason and the crew. We all sinned against our host, but I in particular, out of hubris, did so. Reparation for that sin must be made.”

She walked away without another word. What she saw in his face precluded more argument, and, in any case, if he did not think it more important to remain with her when they had an opportunity to be together, then she was a fool to care about him. She decided she must begin to think seriously of leaving the Argo. She had no further obligation to them since she had told Jason about Phineus of Salmydessus. Moreover, she was no longer trapped on a narrow nearly uninhabited spit of land. Perhaps it would not be necessary to go to Colchis. While Jason and his crew joined the people of Kyzikos in mourning their dead king and setting the corpses on funeral pyres, Eurydice considered whether she might remain in Kyzikos. It was a tolerant city, even welcoming to strangers and strange ways.

She had time enough to examine the possibility thoroughly. When the prayers and funeral gifts had been offered and the dead had been burned, Jason and his men set out with Kyzikos and his army to wreak vengeance on the Gegeneis. From Polyphemus and Koronus, who were not yet whole enough to fight and whom Eurydice still attended, she learned that this time Kyzikos did not intend merely to teach the raiders to choose another target or to make their living without raiding. This time the Doliones were intent on extermination. They would search every valley and follow every trail. They intended not only to kill the fighting men but to burn out every village and take every living being they found to sell into slavery. When they returned, there would be no stock of Gegeneis to breed and attack the city ever again.

So much the safer Kyzikos would be for her, Eurydice thought, and set out to investigate the possibilities of earning a living there. She found that it would be possible. Several of the Dolione wounded that she had treated had survived. They had high praise for her skill and would recommend her. Instead of being grateful, Eurydice found herself wishing them sicker rather than better. She squashed down that unreasonable reaction. It was only that she did not wish to allow her hopes to rise too high, she told herself. After all, a few clients would not be enough; Kyzikos was a very expensive place to live.

The thought voiced aloud with a brisk regret was refuted. Not so, said a sister of one of the recovering wounded. Beyond the marketplace, which was the best place to set up a booth for Healing, were houses in which she could find shelter at a reasonable cost. The kindly woman blinked at the flicker of fury Eurydice betrayed before she schooled herself to smiling, offering thanks, and saying she would go to the marketplace and see what she could find.

What she found was all good and yet brought her nearer to weeping than to joy. She learned at once that the Gifted were not openly persecuted in Kyzikos. There were several booths and even two doors marked with signs that offered services that only Power could render. It seemed that Kyzikos was a safe place, at least as safe as any place outside of a temple was, for a person with a Gift. Feeling as if a mountain had settled on her chest, Eurydice prepared to test the final source of potential trouble—her own kind.

Walking like the condemned approaching the scaffold, she went to the Argo and carried a blanket and the few supplies for physicking back to the market. In an empty space, she laid her blanket, took a seat cross-legged upon it, and began to cry her wares. “What you have lost, I can Find. Bring me your ills, and I will cure them.”

No one shouted at her to be quiet. A few curious glances were cast at her from the other vendors in the area, but none were Gifted, and her neighbors did not seem to object to her presence. One even smiled at her, but he was a young man and his smile may not have been purely of welcome. She had no immediate response to her offer of service either. The burden on her lightened. Perhaps there were so many Gifted offering the same skills that she would get no clients. But before she could in good conscience feel she had tried, give up, and leave, she saw a tall, broad-shouldered man with a hard expression approaching. Eurydice prepared to snatch up her belongings and run away, but he did not loom over her with questions or orders. He sank down onto the blanket and asked, “You can Find?”

She named a fee, took his hand and asked that he think upon what he had lost. A ring—it had been slipped from his finger by a woman and now lay knotted into the leather mattress strap in her bed. Eurydice opened her eyes, said she had found his ring, and held out her hand for the agreed-on fee. He dropped the coin into her cupped palm and she told him where it was, described the room and the woman. “My own wife,” he said, his mouth gone hard.

He came back an hour later. Eurydice looked up almost hoping her skill had failed, but he gave her another small coin and told her her Finding had been exact, and she had saved him much future trouble. When he was gone, a woman with a veil covering most of her face came and sat on the blanket. She wanted to find a man.

By the time the sun set, Eurydice had enough to buy a meal, enough to pay a little toward a week’s rent of a suitable room, but she was not hungry and felt too tired to look for a place to live. She went back to her blanket on the Argo. She was angry and grew angrier as the days passed, but her business remained adequate—she made enough to buy a selection of unguents and herbs and clean rags for bandages. One danger remained—the jealousy and greed of the other Gifted—but that, she learned, was controlled by the order of Kyzikos. No restraint of trade, not even one merchant upon another, was permitted. All who were threatened or molested would be heard by the scia-Kyzikos (there was another, a young man with old eyes) and retribution for their injuries would be levied. At the end of the second week, she had found a chamber in the house of a respectable widow, and she was beginning to take a little pleasure in her success.

She had a little tent by the middle of the third week hung with the symbols for what she could do. The widow with whom she lodged had lent it to her for a small increase in her rent. Word of her skill at Finding had begun to spread, and she had clients enough to keep her in bed and board. There were other Healers, though not as Gifted as she was, but presently she was glad not to come in conflict with them. When she was better known, better established, she would challenge or, perhaps, join forces with the leading Healer in the city. He had the reputation of being a good man, and she guessed from what she had heard about his successes that, while he was a better herbalist than she, her Gift was far greater. She wondered about whether she dared expose herself to the envy of another Gifted or why she should want to do so, even to one reputed to be a good man. Then a shadow darkened the doorway. Eurydice did not bother to look up because she knew she would not be able to see the person except as a silhouette against the light.

“Please drop the door cloth and sit,” she said, gesturing at the folded blanket opposite her. And when the tent flap was down and she sensed the client turning toward her, she added, “How may my Gift serve you?”

For once unbeautiful, harsh with rage and anxiety, Orpheus’ voice asked, “What in all the levels of Tartarus did you mean by that message you left for me with Polyphemus? What do you think you are doing?”

Eurydice’s heart stopped, then leapt and raced. She raised her head and met blue eyes, puzzled and hurt. Her hand twitched to rise toward him, but she clenched it in her lap. What right had he to be hurt and puzzled? She had stated her position: as his woman she did not want him to go to war; that should have been enough, but she had added good sound reason—that he would be of no particular value to his leader or companions by accompanying them and that he might harm everyone if he were hurt and they were deprived of his Gift. And he had stated his: that he was indifferent to her desires and that he had equally little use for her reasons. Her message had not repeated the argument, however, merely said that she liked Kyzikos and had decided to stay there.

“I am making my livelihood,” she said. “I do not believe I owe any debt to the Argo. I have paid my fare thus far by telling Jason the name of the man who knows the way to Colchis and the name of the city in which he lives. I no longer need to go to Colchis myself, so I will no longer burden the Argo with my presence. This is a fine city, a kind city that protects its Gifted. I wish to stay here.”

“But I am responsible for you,” Orpheus protested. “How can I leave you in a place where you are an utter stranger, where you have no kin, not even companions who can speak for you?”

“I can speak for myself,” Eurydice said, lowering her eyes to her clenched hands. “Would you not have left me alone if you died in the fighting against the Gegeneis?”

There was a little silence, then Orpheus laughed softly, dropped to the blanket, and caught her into his arms. “Oh, Eurydice, you are a wonder among women! Only you would prepare to sustain yourself if I were lost to you. But it is not needful. I swear it is not. Oath-brothers assume any burden of one who is lost. If I were dead, Jason and every other man of the crew would combine to care for you just as they would set aside and bring back to my village my share of profit—if there should be any—from this voyage.” He laughed again. “I could not understand why you were angry when I said I must go with the others, but I do not blame you if you thought I was leaving you without succor.”

She should have been furious at his assumption that she would allow herself to be handed, like an unwieldly parcel, to a new carrier when the first went lame. She should have pushed him away, told him to go back to his ship and his companions, that she did not need him or them, but such a flood of joy overtook her when he embraced her, when his face came alive with relief and his voice, beautiful again, murmured into her ear, that she went all boneless in his arms. He was stained from travel and he stank. He had come for her before he even bathed or changed his clothing. Suddenly the small satisfactions she had felt in establishing herself became totally irrelevant. Those, she now saw with painful clarity, were no more than scabbing over a hideous ulcer of loneliness. Orpheus’ anger and anxiety, his haste to find her, his assurances that he had never failed to consider her, all came together to Heal that sore.

“I was angry,” she murmured, “but not because I feared to be left to fend for myself. I was angry because you would not listen to me, because you did not care that I feared for you.”

He chuckled deep in his throat, hugged her tighter, and then pulled away far enough to look at her. “I was delighted that you feared for me, but that was sheer silliness. I was one man in a whole army. You said so yourself, that my presence was as unimportant as one drop in an ocean. Why then should I be the one hurt?”

“Why not?” she snapped. “Do you mean to tell me that no one was hurt or killed? You could have been that one.”

He laughed again. “But I was not.” Then he said more seriously, “Eurydice, like every other man of the crew, I gave my oath to Jason to stand by him until he found and won the golden fleece. You should be glad that I held by my word. A man who can set aside one oath—even for his woman—is likely to set aside another, as likely as not his oath to her. A man without honor is only a beast that walks on two legs.”

She made an impatient sound. It was true and not true. She did not believe that a woman who held a man only by oath-bond was likely to be in a happy case, so honor had little effect on the tie of man to woman. Of course, a man of weak character was a bad bond for a woman. In this case, where she had been in no danger, perhaps to yield to her fears would have betokened a weakness of character, a need to grasp at an excuse to avoid peril. But she was quite certain that Orpheus had no desire to avoid peril; he had come with Jason precisely because he enjoyed adventure. Moreover, she had not the smallest doubt that Jason would gladly have excused him from the campaign. Jason had a very clear notion of Orpheus’ value, of how much more precious were his graceful hands playing the cithara than wielding a sword. For all she knew, Jason had offered to excuse him and he had insisted on going. So had Orpheus ignored her pleas and her reasoning out of honor or simply out of self-indulgence?

She pushed at him, angry all over again, but when her lips parted to speak her thought, he bent his head and closed them with his own. In that moment, argument disappeared from her mind. The wall she almost always kept raised against the emotions of others lest she be whirled away and torn apart by all the joy and anguish, pain and pleasure, dullness and excitement of a thousand strangers thinned away. So close, so strong, his emotions blocked out all others. She felt his need of her, his joy in holding her. The arms she had set against his breast lost all their strength. She had great trouble pushing them upward until they rested on his shoulders and she could lock her hands behind his neck.

“I thought of you,” he whispered, and his breath tickled her ear. Somehow, that sensation made her nipples rise and harden. “I sang to you.”

One hand slid down her back, up again, caressed her nape. He kissed the ear into which he had been whispering, kissed the edge of her jaw, the edge of her mouth, and then her lips. He opened his mouth, slipped his tongue between her lips, gently, teasingly, then withdrew it in invitation for her to invade him. He stretched one arm around her back as far as he could reach and stroked the side of her breast with the tips of his fingers. Eurydice sighed, let her locked hands slip apart, let one hand slide down his back while the fingers of the other followed the line of his ear.

“Are you willing, Eurydice?” he murmured.

“I am,” she breathed.

He tipped her backward to lie down on the blanket, one arm behind her, the hand carefully holding her head so that she would not bump it down too suddenly. The other hand ran down from her shoulder over her breast. She had pulled up his short tunic and found the top of the cleft between his buttocks. Against her thigh, his shaft was hot and hard. Her head touched the ground softly. Her legs spread—

“Finder!” A woman’s voice shrilled with terror. “Finder, I have lost my child!”

Orpheus jerked upright, Eurydice following him so swiftly that their heads bumped.

“Finder!” the woman screamed, and thrust against the tent flap.

Orpheus had dropped it when she bade him, but had not stopped to tie it shut. The woman’s push thrust it aside and she, expecting resistance and finding none, stumbled in, tripped on the blanket and fell atop Orpheus and Eurydice. In the ensuing disentanglement, all but the memory of their passion was quenched. Setting the sobbing woman upright, Orpheus rose to his feet.

“Your need is greater than mine,” he said to her. “A child comes before all else.” And then to Eurydice, he said, “I will return to finish our business.”

“Not before the sun goes down,” she said. “I, too, have promises to keep.”

“Finder,” the woman cried, seizing her hands.

Eurydice had an instant image of a very beautiful little boy, and as if his image had been a stone dropped into a pool, concentric ripples of searching moved out, out, whirled together into a new image. Eurydice’s eyes widened.

“This is not good,” she breathed.

“Dead?” the woman screeched.

“No, but taken by a slaver.”

“Who? Where?”

The woman was climbing to her feet. Eurydice caught her wrist. “You will do the child no good by going there alone. They will deny you, drive you forth—and then, likely, since you have found him once, they will kill him. Have you money? Does the scia-Kyzikos know you? We will need peacekeepers with us to take the child back.”

“We? You will come with me?”

“I have a line to him now. He cannot be hidden from me.”

“Hurry,” the woman cried.

“There is no special need for hurry,” Eurydice said, allowing her to rise and also getting to her feet. “The need is for men to seize back the child.”

That took time. It was after sunset before Eurydice and her client made their way with a troop of peacekeepers to confront the slaver. They had had to take their case to many, to the sergeant of the peacekeeper guard post, to the captain of the guard and, finally, to scia-Kyzikos. Like all other traders, the slavers of Kyzikos had the support of the ruler, and the scia-Kyzikos was reluctant to accuse one on the word of an unknown stranger. Eurydice then said that Orpheus, the singer of Jason’s crew, would be her surety of honesty.

That took more time. Orpheus was not on the Argo. He was furiously searching for Eurydice in the marketplace and he had to be traced and found. When he appeared, Eurydice reiterated her accusation and the scia-Kyzikos ordered a group of peacekeepers to seek the child. Slavers were supposed to buy or import their wares like any other merchant. Ordinarily, they did. The price of children was cheap in the stews of the city. But it had always been known that a child or two disappeared from families that would never think of selling their young ones, children of particular beauty or special talents. The scia-Kyzikos did not wish to annoy the slavers, but he did not wish a respectable woman to scream aloud to the entire city that he would not claim back her son, who had been stolen.

The slaver confronted them bland-faced and calm, shaking his head. “She wishes to blame me. Likely the child was killed in the street owing to her neglect, and she is afraid to tell her husband.”

“No!” the woman screamed.

Eurydice detected that her client was sodden with a cold, grey guilt. The woman had lost the child by neglect, leaving him to play in the street while she dallied with a lover. That was none of Eurydice’s business, and to punish the woman, in this case, would bring a far more terrible punishment on the innocent child.

“No,” Eurydice said, coming forward. “I am a Finder. You have the child. He is drugged and bound, hidden in a chest with a false bottom.”

“What?” the slaver shouted. “I do not believe you. I am an honest dealer. I do not steal children.”

The rage and hate in his eyes, fixed on Eurydice, told another tale. A warm hand fell on her shoulder. She had not needed the support—she had confronted the dishonest who blamed her for their exposure before—but she reveled in the feeling that there was someone who cared that she might be frightened and wished to offer comfort. She met the slaver’s eyes coldly, knowing that the form of denial he had used was well planned and assured his personal escape from the accusation. Doubtless he would charge one of his henchmen with the crime. That was not Eurydice’s business either. She was not a Truth Reader; indeed, she had used no part of her Gift, only her knowledge of people, in assessing the slaver’s guilt and that knowledge would be considered irrelevant.

“Nonetheless,” she said in answer to his denial, “the child is in the inner room, in an old, broken black wicker chest bound with cord.”

The slaver’s face flushed purple with fury. Most Finders were not so exact, and he had hoped to protest against a general search of his premises on the word of a charlatan who had a grudge against him. The leader of the guardsmen shrugged and gestured. Two of his men went into the back room and carried out the chest. The hiding place was clever. Had she not “known” he was there, Eurydice doubted the child would have been found. The chest was full of filthy rags, unwashed and stinking, plus a few parcels of herbs or other vegetation that had gone bad and oozed a fetid slime. If it had been one chest among many, without the driving force of her foreknowledge, it was unlikely that a searcher would examine the contents thoroughly or thrust arms into the chest to remove them. Under the mother’s fixed eyes and Eurydice’s icy stare, the filth was strewn on the merchant’s fine rug, the bottom of the chest lifted out, the boy, limp but alive, returned to his mother’s arms.

Eurydice held out her hand for her fee. The woman tore loose her purse from her belt and thrust it into Eurydice’s grip.

“Keep it. Keep it all,” she gasped, and ran out.

The leader of the guards gestured for two of his men to follow her—as much to be sure of where she went as to keep her safe. Eurydice grinned at him.

“What odds will you lay that it is all copper?” she asked, weighing the heavy purse in her hand.

He laughed. “The wager is not worth making,” he said, but then his expression grew hard and speculative. “Or perhaps it is.”

Orpheus bristled, but Eurydice shook her head at him and most willingly put the purse in the guardsman’s hand. She did not want him to wonder whether what she had done was arranged with the slaver to extract money and punishment from one who would not sell to him. In fact, the coins in the purse were not all copper. There was good silver in the mix, but the guardsman knew the full sum was nothing compared with what could be gained from selling so beautiful a child.

He returned the purse to her and said, “That was a true Finding, was it not?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling. “If you wish to have proof, ask for something of yours.”

He did, and she named the place where it was, hesitating a little, for he had not named a lost object but one he had himself hidden away for safekeeping. He looked at her hard for a moment.

“I have not seen your like before.”

She shrugged. “I am a good Finder.”

“I think the slaver knows that too,” the guardsman said, frowning, “and that you could find any other lost child—”

“Certainly,” Eurydice said. “Do you know a grieving parent? I would do it even without a fee.”

“I do not, but there will be more than a few to spread the word of your Finding and of how the child was returned. The news will come to every parent who has lost a child.” He looked away from Eurydice at Orpheus. “If you have a place to take her, get her off the street. I am not so clever that others will have any difficulty following the path of my thoughts. And the scia-Kyzikos will not be overjoyed about this, neither about harassing the slavers nor about interrogating them over any attack on the Finder.”

Orpheus gripped Eurydice firmly around the shoulders. “We have made enough trouble in Kyzikos,” he said. “Come.”

“Shall I send the troop to see you safe to your destination?” the guardsman asked.

“No.” Orpheus gestured with his head to the slaver’s compound behind them. “I do not think any will follow us or try to do us harm tonight. That would be like crying aloud who had committed the offense and we of the Argo have the king’s favor. I will keep her aboard the ship. She will be safe there.”

They went together to the end of the street, where the guardsmen turned left, Orpheus would have turned right, toward the eastern docks where the Argo lay, but Eurydice pulled him straight ahead toward the marketplace. All the wide avenues led to the marketplace and the slaver’s compound was no great distance from it. She told Orpheus that she must return her tent to her landlady and also warn the woman not to oppose the slaver’s men if they came to search for her. She expected a harder argument, but Orpheus agreed readily. He did not wish to leave any loose strings, he remarked, that might be used to pull Eurydice back into the town.

The watch that patrolled the marketplace came quickly when Eurydice began to remove her blanket and healing supplies from the tent. The headman recognized her, but inquired sharply why she was packing up in the middle of the night. She told him she was bonded and that her master—pointing her thumb over her shoulder to Orpheus—having found her was taking her back with him. The goods were hers and the watchman could not forbid her to take them, but he stood close with two of his men every moment while she packed them and Orpheus struck the tent to make sure that they took nothing that was not hers. And then a man followed them all the way to her landlady’s house.

“Now that was a piece of good fortune,” Orpheus said. “I would be happy enough if he waited and followed us to the ship.”

Eurydice nodded, but uncertainly. It was not that she would have objected to having an escort to the ship. She had not worried about being pursued by the slaver at first, but after they left the market, she wondered if she felt a different kind of animosity buried under the stronger, more overt, suspicion of the watchmen. She put the doubt aside while she explained to the woman from whom she rented her room what had happened.

The news was not welcome. Had Orpheus not been there and too strong for her, the woman would have tried to thrust Eurydice out into the street without letting her go up to her room. She would not have succeeded because Eurydice was quite determined not to leave the bundles of herbs and extra jars of unguents, the clothing she had bought, and, most importantly, in its own new leather bag, the red dress Orpheus had given her. However, she would have had to use a spell, and she was reluctant to do that. Orpheus’ glowering presence was much better.

They were somewhat heavily laden, and it had become so dark that Orpheus had insisted the woman give them a torch. By then, she was so frantic to be rid of them and so angry that Eurydice closed all her outer sensors to protect herself from the woman’s fear and animosity. And they were not very far from the ship. Orpheus would have returned to the marketplace, but Eurydice had covered the distance between her lodging and the Argo’s berth often enough while watching over Polyphemus’ and Koronus’ recovery that she knew a shorter route.

They almost made it to safety. They had entered a short, dark lane that intervened between a lively street of drinking houses and whorehouses and the wide, cobbled area from which the piers were extended. The torch was burning low, and Eurydice turned toward Orpheus to warn him to hold tight to both torch and bundles as the lane was a favorite with a cutpurse she knew well. She had taught that little thief a lesson once for trying to steal from her, and he was not dangerous. He simply grabbed what he could from anyone who looked unwary enough not to fight back and fled to a tavern or a whorehouse.

“Watch—” she began and tripped over something soft just as Orpheus raised the guttering torch for better light.

Eurydice toppled forward, unable to move her feet, which seemed to be trapped by a large, inert object, or seek another way to balance, being hampered by the bag of unguent jars and the leather package containing her red dress. She fell soft, which saved the jars from breaking, but realized she had toppled onto a body, and shrieked aloud with shock. Meanwhile, Orpheus had promptly dropped the parcel of herbs he was carrying and bent to catch her. Instinct told him she would partially right herself and his hand grasped at the height where he expected to find her, but she had already fallen beyond his reach. As she cried out, he bent lower—and a club whistled through the air right where his head would have been.

Orpheus immediately threw the torch in the direction from which the blow had come, drew his sword, and shouted for Eurydice to run. His voice mingled with and overrode hers, casting aloud the look-past-me spell; that had no effect on the spell and disguised it from their attackers. They kept their attention on Orpheus, since no one “wanted” to notice her getting to her feet. She reached toward Orpheus, intending to reinvoke the spell for him, but someone rushing forward collided heavily with her and she staggered back in the direction in which Orpheus had thrown the torch.

It was still guttering faintly and caught her attention. Realizing she was too far away to reach Orpheus, she seized the torch and struck out viciously at one of the shadows closing in on him. That man stumbled to his knees. Almost simultaneously, another screeched as a blow from Orpheus’ weapon landed. The man who had collided with her was groping around on the ground, trying to find her. He jumped to his feet to join the attack. Eurydice opened her mouth to cry a warning, but it was not necessary. Orpheus had backed and half turned, showing he was aware of the new threat and Eurydice realized she could better help him if she were silent and kept her presence secret from their attackers.

Accordingly, she surged forward to bring the dead torch down as hard as she could on the head of the man who had fallen. It was not heavy enough to stun him for long, but it dazed him sufficiently to permit her to wrench his heavier club from his hand. This she used to strike him again, grinning with satisfaction as he fell face forward into the dirt.

The man Orpheus had wounded had turned his head at the meaty thunk Eurydice’s club made when it landed. His eyes slid past her to fix on the club and remained fixed with such tenacity that the weapon seemed to rise into the air all on its own. He stared with bulging eyes and open mouth watching the club approach him. A thin cry of terror mewled from him when he saw it rise above his head, but he remained, eyes fixed, unable to dodge the blow, and Eurydice had the pleasure of felling another. That cry, high and unnatural, finished the battle. The third man was distracted just long enough for Orpheus to slice to the bone the arm holding the club. The weapon fell to the ground and its wielder turned and fled.

Orpheus stood, gasping with effort and staring around. One man he knew he had wounded, but he had not thought the wound would hold him for long. And there was a second man lying on the ground not far from him. Could they have struck each other in the dark? He shook himself. This was no time to worry about that. Where was Eurydice? A second glance around made him stiffen with fear. A third body lay on the ground, protruding just enough from the shadow of the wall to be seen. A single long step took him close enough to see bare knobby legs, a man’s legs protruding from a short tunic. It was not Eurydice. For once, she had obeyed him and run.

Orpheus breathed a long sigh of relief, wiped his sword on the tunic of the dead man—and stood staring down as he slowly sheathed it. This one was dead, and he knew he had killed no one. He had better think about it later, he told himself. He did not wish to have to explain a dead body to the watch. They had redeemed themselves for the death of the old Kyzikos, but the new king was less tolerant and good natured, Orpheus thought, and it would be best not to create any more problems.

Atop the body was a sack. That reminded Orpheus of Eurydice’s fierce insistence on gathering up her supplies for healing. He had a momentary doubt that she would run away and leave them, but he shook that off. An irate renter was one thing to withstand, a battle another. But she would be grateful if he brought her belongings. He took the bag of unguent jars, and peered into the dark until he saw another sack. He bent, sniffed, nodded. The bag of herbs. Sighing with weariness, he picked that up and started toward the end of the lane.

Shocked and deeply hurt because Orpheus did not call out for her or seem to seek her—she could have been lying dead—Eurydice hurriedly dispelled the look-past-me spell. “Are you not going to wait for me?” she called.

“Eurydice?”

He looked around wildly, saw her standing off to the side holding a club in one hand and the leather parcel that contained her red dress in the other. How could he have missed her?

“What are you doing here?” he cried. “I told you to run.”

Almost as shocked as when she thought him indifferent to her fate, although what he said explained why he had not searched for her, Eurydice said, “Run? Run and leave you to fight alone?”

Before Orpheus could answer one of the men on the ground groaned. Eurydice whirled toward him, lifted the club, and brought it down hard. He lay still. She hesitated a moment, during which Orpheus was too stunned to react, then walked over and served the second man a similar portion.

“Eurydice!” Orpheus exclaimed.

“I am angry,” she said, and her voice shook. “They killed the little cutpurse.” She gestured at the knobby-kneed body Orpheus had seen. “He was a poor, timid little creature—harmless. He stole, but he did not injure. This was his place. Why should anyone kill him? Who are they?”

“I do not know,” Orpheus said, “but I think we should find out. They killed the thief to keep him quiet, I think. Perhaps I was wrong in my guess that the slaver would not try to punish you at once. Let us see if we can bind one of these men so I can drag him along with—”

He stopped abruptly, his head turning toward the mouth of the lane. Eurydice’s head was also turned as both became aware of a confused and steadily rising noise along the street of taverns. Orpheus seized Eurydice by the arm and began to run toward the dock area. She did not hold back, well aware that the frequenters of those places could be easily roused to attack a foreigner who had harmed one of their own. Both guessed that the man Orpheus had wounded had not fled for healing or to hide. He had run to the taverns where he doubtless had showed his wound and said that he had come upon Orpheus in the act of killing the thief. It was unlikely that the drunken denizens of the taverns, many themselves thieves, would question him. They would go out to revenge their own or for the sheer sport of hunting another man. They would not stay to listen to explanations.

The Argo was no great distance and Eurydice and Orpheus boarded her before anyone came out of the lane in which the thief lay dead and the two other unconscious. But they were still panting with their run when the mob erupted onto the docking area, making enough noise to rouse all the guards on the berthed ships. Eurydice was frightened, but the mob did not make directly for the Argo; it seemed that whoever had collected it either did not know to which ship she was bound or had thought better of leading an attack against what was virtually sacred in Kyzikos, the ships of traders.

Undirected, the mob soon broke apart without doing much damage. A few barrels were knocked over, a few coils of rope tangled. The watch arrived in strength before any organized group could break into any of the buildings. They cracked a few heads and drove the others off. Still, the disturbance was reported to Kyzikos, and Jason, a guest in the palace, heard. He returned to the Argo at once, to learn from the guards left aboard the ship whether there had been any attempt on her and Orpheus told him of Eurydice’s involvement with the slaver and his fight in the lane.

Jason cast up his eyes to heaven. “I swear,” he said to Eurydice, “you should be made to carry a rattle and cry aloud that you carry contagion.” But he was grinning broadly and went on, “However, you have given me the excuse I needed to leave at once. This Kyzikos is a far different man from the last. He seeks, I think, to enlarge his kingdom and sees us as a welcome addition to his army. He was complaining to me about the insults he has received from his neighbor to the south and telling me how rich that kingdom is—a prelude, I suspect, to asking us to join him in overwhelming them. Since I have no desire to win another kingdom for Kyzikos and I have my own quest, you have made trouble at exactly the right time—unless you have another Seeing?”

“No,” Eurydice said. “Nor do I expect it. I have told you that I am not a Seer.”

“Then I will go make my explanations and farewells to King Kyzikos.” Jason smiled wryly. “I am sure he will be grateful for my willingness to leave to save him from conflict with the slavers. We may sail tomorrow afternoon or at the latest with the early tide the next morning. Eurydice, stay on the ship, and you too, Orpheus. And try not to get into any more trouble.”

 


Chapter Eleven

 

The trouble, when it came, had nothing whatsoever to do with either Eurydice or King Kyzikos. It started simply enough with a minor fracas instigated by Hylas, who had been particularly unwilling to come back to the ship. He and Heracles had been invited to be guests in the household of a high nobleman, who had been equally stricken by Hylas’ beauty and Heracles’ nearly superhuman feats during the fighting against the Gegeneis. He had loaded them with gifts and favors. Thus, when Polyphemus had come with a message from Jason summoning them back to the Argo to set sail at once, Hylas refused to go and appealed to his host to offer them an extended guest right.

Naturally enough, Heracles, who had given his oath to Jason, refused. He explained why he could not remain in Kyzikos to their host, who was regretful but understood, and tried to explain to Hylas, with rather less success than Orpheus had had with Eurydice. Finally, embarrassed and tired of the argument, Heracles simply picked the boy up and carried him back, leaving Polyphemus to gather up their belongings.

Hylas at first was hysterical with rage, which interfered with the crew’s work in getting the Argo under sail. Twice Heracles had to leave what he was doing to deal with the boy. The first time, he stopped Hylas from leaving the ship; the second time, when Hylas succeeded in getting down the ladder (most of the crew having gladly turned a blind eye to his escape), Heracles ran after him and brought him back. After that, while the crew rowed out of the harbor, he curled up under the deck to weep and wail. In self-defense, Eurydice tried to soothe him, but he only howled the louder. Only after the sail was set and the oars brought in and Heracles went to offer comfort did he concede that Jason would not turn back no matter how he screeched. He then decided to change into clothing more suitable for sailing than a thin silk tunic. It was then he discovered that some of the gifts his host had showered upon him were missing from his bundle.

Without a question or any further search, Hylas leapt on Polyphemus, screaming that he was a thief—and other things a good deal filthier and even less likely. Taken by surprise, Polyphemus was borne back against his oar, which jerked up, caught Heracles’ oar, and sent it over the side of the ship. Leaping to separate Hylas from Polyphemus, Heracles trod on Polyphemus’ oar, which had fallen back aslant against the rowing bench. The sudden sharp blow administered by Heracles’ great weight cracked the tough wood.

Unfortunately by the time Heracles plucked Hylas off his victim, Polyphemus had at last lost the last vestige of the calm courtesy he had always maintained toward Hylas. He sprang after the boy, slapping him hard on the face, and demanding an apology and a civil thanks for the trouble he had taken to gather up as much as he could find of Hylas’ scattered property. Heracles had turned around, setting his body between Hylas and Polyphemus and taking several of Polyphemus’ blows on his back. Attempting to move away while controlling his wildly struggling burden, he tripped and his flailing hand caught two more oars and tipped them overside.

Several men leapt up, some to try to grab for the oars, others to get out of the way. All were cursing Hylas and Heracles too, but not one was trying to hold back or calm Polyphemus. Castor at last ducked under the gangway—on which most of the port-side crew was sitting and watching—and seized Polyphemus’ arm. Blind with rage, Polyphemus struck at Castor; Polydeuces came to help his brother.

Eurydice had started to rise when Hylas first erupted from under the deck screaming filth, but Orpheus, who was sitting close to her, leaning against the port bulkhead, caught her. “What could you do?” he asked. Then shrugged. “And should you do anything, even if you could?”

“No, of course not,” she replied. “It would have been much better if Heracles had let Hylas escape. The boy could have found a protector easily enough in Kyzikos, one who would have allowed him to grow up. Why is Heracles so blind?”

“Because he killed Hylas’ father.”

“For Hylas?” Eurydice’s eyes went round. “I had not thought Heracles that kind of person.”

“No. It was some war or some challenge. There have been so many, I forget the exact story. Hylas was only seven or eight at the time, but Heracles has been making up for Hylas’ loss ever since.”

“Better he should have been a father and taught the boy to stand on his own feet. It is no good for any human being to be too dependent on another. What would happen to Hylas if Heracles should die?”

Orpheus did not answer. His attention had been drawn elsewhere. Jason, having waited awhile for his men to come to their senses on their own, had come from the prow deck. His roar had stopped the conflict and he began to ask sharp, cold questions. Under his icy glare all—except Hylas, who was still shrieking and squirming in Heracles’ grip—fell silent. In the next moment, Heracles put his hand over Hylas’ mouth and silenced him also. Oddly, it was Polyphemus that Jason reprimanded, saying that if he did not follow Heracles about like a mare needing servicing, this would not have happened and that Polyphemus should know better than to expect the behavior of a man from a wet-bottomed scut. A slap was all very well, Jason said, but to try to beat an apology out of a squalling infant was stupid. He cast a single glance at Heracles that bore neither love nor affection.

“I absolve you of your oath,” he said. “If he,” —Jason made a contemptuous gesture of the head toward Hylas— “will not come willingly the next time we go ashore, you are free to leave him and come alone or stay with him.”

Eurydice listened to this with a dropped mouth and staring eyes. When Jason turned and went back to his usual place without another glance at anyone, she shook her head. “I do not believe what I heard,” she murmured to Orpheus.

“That is because you did not accompany us on our campaign.” Orpheus’ voice had a flat, dry tone. “Heracles distinguished himself against the Gegeneis in his usual way. Jason also did well, but his efforts paled in comparison.” He shrugged. “My first skill is not excellence in any physical feat, so it does not matter to me that Heracles dulls all other men’s luster whether for running or lifting or fighting or throwing. If he were proud or boastful, the others could hate him and not feel mean. As he is, to be envious of him breeds shame, so the men try to bury the envy—but buried alive it only gnaws within.”

Eurydice cast an uneasy glance around, realizing that what Orpheus said was not only true but not a new thing. Thinking back, she remembered that for all his geniality, Heracles was almost never included in the groups of men that formed to gamble or talk to wile away the dull periods of sailing. She had assumed, without giving the matter any thought, that no one except Polyphemus came to sit and talk to Heracles or invited him to take part in a game because of Hylas. Now she saw that it was Heracles himself who made them uncomfortable.

“That is not healthy,” Eurydice said.

“No,” Orpheus remarked shortly, then moved away from her to sit on the edge of the deck and uncase his cithara.

Eurydice knew he was about to play such music and sing such songs as would soothe the men. She knew, too, that what he did was right and necessary. Nonetheless, she resented his leaving her. No, not resented, not really; she did not feel angry at Orpheus. She was just dissatisfied, restless, aching to touch him and speak to him. That was ridiculous when they were separated only by a few armlengths, but her need to possess him completely had been growing since their abortive love-making in her tent in the marketplace.

She stood up and leaned over the rail as the first soft chords of the cithara sounded. Odd, the music had less hold on her now that her need for the man was so overwhelming. Oh, she understood very well how unhealthy the men’s envy of Heracles was and how that envy grew the more it was repressed. Did she not know also, that her craving for Orpheus was not good? Yet the craving grew greater the more she tried to curb it.

It was a stupid and dangerous craving, particularly since she was growing less and less sure that Orpheus felt the same need. She did not doubt that he liked her or that he would have coupled with her gladly enough in the privacy of the tent. On the other hand, it seemed to Eurydice that the passion in her, which was ready to dismiss all else for the chance of satisfaction, did not move him. When she had offered herself the past night, after the excitement had diminished, Orpheus had told her curtly not to be a tease. The men would be coming aboard all night as Jason’s messengers found them, stowing their baggage, greeting each other and exchanging experiences. He had no inclination, Orpheus said, to be interrupted again.

What was she to do, Eurydice wondered. Should she speak to Jason and ask to leave the ship at the next large town? He would never allow it, she thought—to her chagrin—with relief. He had seen her Heal, and her Seeing had been proven true. He felt she had value, as Idmon had said he felt about Orpheus, and he would not wish to part with her until his given promise made that necessary.

Irritably, she lifted and dropped a shoulder. Why should she ask Jason? Merely for the excuse he would provide by forbidding her to leave the company? No one could stop her if she decided to slip away at the next town… For a long time she stared out at the heaving water, bitterly ashamed because she knew she would not. But why not? No person had ever bound her spirit as Orpheus did. At first she had been drawn by the music but now, although she loved the beauty of the sounds he drew from the cithara and the greater beauty of his voice, she could think, even talk if anyone spoke to her, while he was playing. What bound her?

At last she turned, leaning her back against the rail, to look at Orpheus and, all unintended, her spirit lifted and she smiled. He was completely immersed in his music, more its slave than those who listened. He was self-possessed.

When the word came into her mind, Eurydice leaned forward a little to see him better. It was true in more ways than his bondage to his music. Although he was on excellent terms with all the crew, Orpheus was somewhat apart from them. He never took from any, not even from her, except what was a rightful gift for his service. He gave to her always, a constant care and thoughtfulness. She smiled again.

She was not such a fool for wanting to stay with him. All her life, since her Gift became manifest, those who professed to care for her had wanted to use her. Not all had been evil; the priestesses had been genuinely concerned for her—but only because her Gift was so powerful, never because she was Eurydice. Orpheus was the first person she had ever met who asked nothing of her and offered care. He was indifferent to, even irritated by, her Gift. Unlike Jason, whatever commitment Orpheus had—if he had any—was to Eurydice, not to the wielder of Power.

Eurydice frowned. The doubt that had thrust through her thought about commitment brought her back to the very beginning. Was it wise to make a bonding with one who felt less than you did?

Feeling her eyes on him, Orpheus turned his head and smiled. Eurydice smiled back. Sooner or later they would find a place to be alone. Likely, once she had stilled the craving of her body, her mind would regain its balance. Perhaps surfeit would even permit her to free herself from him without pain. The notion was comforting, allowing her to feel less contempt for her inability simply to dismiss him from her life. She would—

“Four oars?”

The outrage in Jason’s voice broke Eurydice’s train of thought and drew her attention. Everyone else turned to him too, since Orpheus stopped playing abruptly. She saw Idmon and Heracles standing beside Jason, Idmon’s hand outstretched as if to deter Jason from striking out.

“That lunacy cost us four oars?” Jason bellowed. “And your own oar, Heracles?”

“I am very sorry,” Heracles said, but his voice was flat, lacking its usual engaging note of rueful humor.

Eurydice glanced at Orpheus, but he sat where he had been playing, just watching, and she did not wish to move and draw attention to herself. It was not a Seeing, but still Eurydice knew that some point of no return had been reached.

Jason stood still for a moment his hands clenching and unclenching, clearly swallowing what he wished to say. Idmon leaned toward him and made some comment, but his voice was too low to carry.

Jason shook his head. “Be that as it may, I am not docking in any city to buy oars. They will not have one strong enough for Heracles in any event.” He walked away from them without another word, going along the gangway until he found Mopsus, to whom he said, “Look for a cove that is well forested.” Then he raised his voice so all could hear and added, “Among us, if we find suitable trees, we can make our own oars.”

In fact, when Tiphys steered the ship closer to the shore, it became clear that the coast was all forested. Unfortunately, what was lacking was a suitable cove. The one place where the land did not drop into the water as a cliff—sometimes higher sometimes lower, but in no place suitable for beaching a ship—was occupied by a small town. In deference to Jason’s mood, Tiphys did not even ask about investigating it and sailed right by. But, as if to mock them because Jason had said they would not dock at a city, not a league beyond the headland sheltering the harbor of the town was a much smaller, but most inviting, beach. It was cut on one side by a sparkling stream running from the thick woods that backed it into the sea. Again, they sailed on without stopping, but beyond the much smaller headland on the eastern edge of beach the land rose steeply and there stretched what seemed an endless, beachless cliff.

By then, the sun was lowering. Jason knew from asking questions at Kyzikos’ court and elsewhere that the higher cliffs marked the beginning of another peninsula. From the tip of that land, one could make sail northeast across a span of open water. It was not too dangerous an attempt because even if the direction was too far north or too far east, the ship would come to land. Then it was necessary to sail along the coast to find the narrow passage of the Bosphorous. Since he did not know how far they were from the tip of the peninsula, he did not dare sail on into the dark.

Casting a venomous glance at Heracles, Jason said they would go back to the cove they had passed. He ordered the sails furled and the oars out. Adjustments had to be made: Castor and Polydeuces, who had manned the same oar opposite Heracles to match his great pull, each brought a replacement oar from the port to the starboard side. The great oar they had manned was left at rest as was one on the lower bench which countered Polyphemus’ pull. Polyphemus moved to port and took a sound oar there. Orpheus got out his flute and began his chant. The men sang—they had to do so to keep the rhythm of the rowing—but there was something in it that Eurydice did not like. She felt again, as she had felt when Jason was speaking, that something unpleasant was going to happen, but she had no sense of any way to avoid it or even that they should avoid it. Nor did she feel any compulsion to speak, as she had with the Seeing in Kyzikos’ court.

Despite her feeling, the Argo was drawn up on the shore and settled for the night without any difficulty. As soon as the ship was moored, Heracles said he was going to look for a tree suitable to cut for his oar. A few minutes after he was out of sight, Eurydice went to the stream to look for herbs or any edible greens and roots that could be gleaned—and also to give Orpheus an opportunity to approach her out of hearing of the others. She was just reaching for a clump of ferns when she noticed Hylas carrying a bundle and going upstream at a determined pace. Her lips parted to call out, but she clamped them shut and went on with her gathering. If the boy wanted his freedom, he had a right to it. If this was a ploy for sympathy and attention, he did not deserve either. Then she forgot him. Orpheus was coming slowly across the beach toward her.

Eurydice almost turned and ran away from him. She could see how reluctant he was, his head down and his shoulders slumped—yet he was not carrying the cithara. Surely that meant he intended to lie with her. But he looked more like a man going to his funeral than to a joyful release. She wanted to cry out, “What is wrong with me?” but she knew she could get no sound past the tightness in her throat.

When he reached her, he stood silent for a moment, then asked, “Are you willing to come to Greece with me and be my wife?”

It was the last thing she expected him to say, the very last. She could not imagine what had brought him to ask so unlikely a question and she stared back, wordless, until finally she remembered what she had said about love and lust soon after they had met.

“That is not what I meant,” she said.

He looked surprised. “What you meant?” he repeated.

“I know we spoke once of coupling and I said that was not love, but that was before I knew you. I did not mean that one must be bound for life before one can taste pleasure. I only meant that a pair must know each other, take joy in talking and doing things together. That can be for a few weeks or a few months—”

“Not for me,” Orpheus said. “I have been thinking of little else since we came near to joining our bodies in the marketplace. When I came back for you and you were gone… I thought you had run away and that I would never find you. That was a torment I could hardly bear, and then I began to think that if we were lovers, as you say, for weeks or months, and then we parted—” He stopped and shook his head. “No.”

The hurt Eurydice had felt when she saw how reluctant he was to come to her had been soothed away by his confession that he had been as troubled as she after that abortive love-making. She smiled at him. “But Orpheus, you cannot ask me to marry you, really, you cannot. How could you take what your people call a witch to wife? As ill as is the lot of the Gifted here in the east, I have heard that it is far worse in Greece.”

“Not in my village,” he said. “You would be safe there. They are accustomed to me. And if you do not use your Gift, who will know?”

“But my Gift is part of me,” Eurydice protested. “Would you have me abandon part of myself? Think of it in another way: What if someone dear to you fell ill? Would you rather see that person die than that I should use my Gift for Healing? What if a child were lost—as that woman’s child was lost? Should I let the poor thing die of hunger and thirst or be torn to bits by wild animals rather than Find it? In the end, what would you think of me for setting my own good above the lives of others? Would you not grow to hate me?”

He began to smile and shake his head before she was half finished, and at her final question, he laughed. “Do not be so silly. My friends and neighbors are not such monsters as to wish you dead for saving lives. No one would think of harming you for Healing or Finding. They might not be so reasonable if you were casting spells, but your Gifts do only good.”

“So you think,” Eurydice said bitterly. “I know better. Do you think I worked great conjurations in any of the places where I settled? No! First, I was welcome, then there would be one beyond my healing who died, and I would be blamed for unwillingness or ill will. Someone would claim that I was greedy, that I did not try or deliberately worked ill because I was not paid enough. I am not the Goddess. If She does not choose to give me the strength, if She desires that one come to Her or go to Hades’ dark realm, I am helpless. Just as often, someone would ask for a spell that I could not—or would not—cast. Then rumors would fly, and suddenly I would be to blame; for every accident and illness in the town. Twice, I was only stoned out of the place. Once, I barely escaped those who came with bindings to sacrifice me.”

Orpheus heard her out, but he was shaking his head all the while. When she was done, he said, “That was because you came as a stranger to each place, because you had no kin to stand up for you and take your part. To my village, you will come as my wife. I am known and loved. I have done much good for my village. No one there would believe I would bring evil among them. They will know you are good and will do you no harm.”

For one moment Eurydice contemplated that most desirable future: Married to Orpheus in a snug house in a quiet village with children at her knee, Healing and Finding when occasion arose, but not pressed to such tasks every day until she ached with weariness and shivered with the cold of emptiness. She would have a garden, a cow, some goats and sheep. She drew a deep breath and let it out in a long regretful sigh.

“But if you are wrong, I would be dead,” she said bleakly. “Is that not too great a chance to take? Besides—” she smiled impishly, “Are you so sure you wish to spend your entire life with me? I am improper and immodest. I speak my mind to whom I like—even to exalted males—and do not cast my eyes down. I am not meek and well behaved.”

“I do not know,” he said, not echoing her humor. “I only know that when I thought I had lost you, I could not bear it.”

Eurydice put out a hand and touched his arm, “Then is it not more sensible to live together until you do know?”

He jerked back as if her touch had burned him. “No! I am too bound to you already. If I add to that the bond of coupling, I will not be able to part from you, and I must go home… I must.”

“Why?”

“When my parents died, I was a child. The people of my village cared for me. I was not of much use. Half the time, I forgot the tasks I was set when a new song came into my head. They did not beat me or cast me out. They were poor, but they banded together and paid for a teacher of music, and when he said he could teach me no more, again, they reached into their thin purses to send me to the city to learn more. I owe them my loyalty.”

“I would imagine that you have paid back what they spent on you many times over by now.”

“Perhaps.” His brow creased in a frown. “But it is not only that. It is my—my rooting place. A bard has no home. I travel from place to place, court to court. After a time, I feel like a dead leaf blowing in the wind. My village is the place where I come to rest, where I am always welcome, even if I do not play or sing a note. There, I renew myself.”

This time it was Eurydice who shook her head. “I understand the words you say, but I have never had a home, so the words mean little to me. I would not lie to you, Orpheus. I will not make a promise that I do not intend to fulfill. I must set my fear against your need, and I cannot do that in a moment. I desire you, and you will be welcome to me any time—but I cannot promise to return to Greece with you.”

His lips parted, but he did not speak. He turned away quickly and started back toward the ship where parties of men were forming. Eurydice stared after him, watching how lightly he walked. His steps were not dragging now, nor were his shoulders slumped. They were rigidly erect, his head high. Was he glad she had refused? A frown wrinkled her brow. That was ridiculous. Why should he ask her to marry him at all? She had not expected it, had not even wanted it—but he could not have known that. Surely to propose marriage in the hope of driving her away was a dangerous ploy, if he merely wished to avoid coupling with her. What if she had said yes? And why should he wish to avoid coupling? He had been eager enough in the marketplace, so he did not find her repulsive. And she had made it clear that she did not wish to bind him, so he could not fear that.

Eurydice wandered slowly upstream, absently noting a bed of winter cress, some ferns with tightly curled young fronds, thin stalks of askolonion. Orpheus was a painfully honest person. It was entirely possible that he had told the simple truth, that he was afraid the pain of parting would be worse if they became lovers. That was, in a way, a pleasant thought, but it had little poisoned barbs attached. She had been thinking that surfeit would make parting easier, but she had no real reason to believe that. In fact, she did not really believe that she would soon find surfeit with Orpheus. To her, more and more, he was everything desirable in a man, not only physically appealing, but more interesting than most. He had more in his head than hunting and fighting, and his slight detachment from all the others made his judgement of them much cleaner than it would be if he were bonded. Would not loving only add to the delight he gave her? Would parting in Colchis be easier than it would have been in Kyzikos?

But if he really wanted her and only feared pain, why were his steps so light, his body so erect, as he left her behind? She followed that thought until she realized her conclusions were foolish, coming back to the happier notion that he sincerely desired her and held back out of fear, and then went all the way around again…and again…and again. Eventually, she was so confused that she almost did not care, and she became aware that the light was fading. She turned back, gathering what she had noted on her way upstream and arrived on the beach near the ship with her arms full of tasty garnishes for whatever meal the cooks prepared.

She had been hearing voices, loud voices, she realized, during the last part of her walk downstream, but she had paid the intermittent bellows little mind. It was the men’s habit to laugh and shout as they bathed or wrestled. Only when she was almost within the group did she realize that there was no laughter. This shouting was not part of their light-hearted wrangling or jesting challenges, and one voice… Eurydice shuddered. She had never heard Heracles shout before.

“What is it?” she asked the first man she came even with. “What is wrong?”

“Hylas is missing,” Lynkeus said. “And Heracles believes we drove him away.”

“That cannot be true,” Eurydice said. “I saw him go myself, as soon as Heracles was out of sight. No one could have had time to insult him or say he was not wanted.”

“And what if they had?” Lynkeus asked sourly. “Would it have penetrated that thick hide of his?”

Eurydice did not answer—the truth was simply too complicated—but sidled forward toward the center where fires were burning. She dumped her gatherings near one of the spits on which meat brought back from the hunt was already roasting. The whole crew was there, tense and angry, and she wondered whether she would do good or harm if she told what she had seen. In a tight, harsh voice, Jason was virtually repeating Lynkeus’ remark—that no one would bother to tell Hylas he was not wanted because they knew he would not listen. He then turned on Polyphemus to repeat the accusation he had made earlier about hanging around Heracles like a mare needing servicing.

“Hylas was not jealous!” Heracles bellowed before Polyphemus could open his mouth. “He had no cause and knew it. And if you did not drive him away, then perhaps you did worse!”

There was a breath-held silence in which no man dared meet another’s eye. There was not one of them that had not thought of murdering Hylas at one time or another. Through each flickered a suspicion that one of the others had lost his temper and gone too far with that squalling nuisance. In Eurydice’s mind the silence was like a sore festering under the skin, about to burst and spread sickness through the whole body.

“No!” she called, pushing forward. “Heracles, no one harmed Hylas, nor did anyone ill speak him. I left the ship as soon as it was beached, before all the mooring lines were fast, to go to the stream. I wished to look for what I could glean for the evening meal. I saw you go east into the woods and a little while later Hylas crossed the stream and went southwest. No one had time to say a word to him after you left.”

“Why should he run away? Where was he going?” Heracles cried.

Eurydice replied, as if Heracles had truly been asking questions rather than crying aloud of a hurt. “I believe he has gone to the town we sailed past. It is not far, perhaps a league or so to the west.”

“It is your fault,” Heracles said turning on Jason. His voice was not loud, but there was something in it that made Eurydice’s spine feel cold. “You never wanted him aboard and all the others followed your lead—”

“No,” Eurydice interrupted again. “If blame for his going must be affixed to someone—other than yourself, Heracles—then it is mine. On the night of the storm when the Gegeneis attacked us, Hylas complained to me that you would not let him go with you to fight, and I said to him what I believed then to be true and I believe now—that he should strike out for himself or find a protector who would let him grow into a man.”

“But he is not a man,” Heracles cried. “He is only a boy.”

“Fifteen is not so young to take on at least some of the duties of a man,” Jason said. “Let him go, Heracles. He will never become a man without trying.”

“Dying will not make him a man,” Heracles replied bitterly. “Whatever you say, I will not leave him to wander and die alone in the forest. I will go seek him.”

“I will go with you,” Polyphemus said. “I do love you, Heracles. I am not ashamed of it, and I will not deny it. But you know, except for today, I never spoke unkindly to Hylas nor blamed him for holding your affection. If we find him, I love you enough to rejoice with you. If we do not, I…I will be there.”

Jason made a wry mouth. “I freed Heracles from his oath to me on the ship. I will free you too, Polyphemus, so that no cloud will darken your spirit if you cannot return to the Argo. But we will all search tonight and tomorrow. I cannot stay longer than that.”

“No, not for Hylas, but you stayed a year with the women of Lemnos.” Heracles had spun away and strode off toward the stream before Jason could reply to that taunt.

Jason’s mouth tightened, but not, Eurydice thought, over words he had no chance to speak. He watched Heracles disappear into the growing dark, muttered, “Fool,” under his breath, and then his wandering eyes fell on her.

“What have you done to us this time, witch?” he asked.

“Freed us from a growing canker,” Orpheus replied.

Eurydice started and turned her head. He was just behind her and a little to the right. His voice had been calm, his lips were slightly curved. He glanced at the men behind and to each side of him.

“If he does not return, we will miss Heracles’ strength, I am sure,” Orpheus went on, still half smiling, “but how much longer I could have listened to Hylas’ voice without tipping him overboard, I do not know.”

He is a wonder, Eurydice thought. Somehow, he has made every man realize that they will not miss Heracles’ strength.

Each knows that they will need two or three men to haul on the Argons lines and to do many other tasks Heracles did alone, but each knows he will be amply recompensed by knowing himself equal to every other man, no one standing out like a beacon to show his inadequacy. She sighed softly as her thoughts ran on—as they had been running all day—to the proposal Orpheus had made. Perhaps, if he were so clever, he could keep her safe. Perhaps he knew the people of his village better than she believed he did. Perhaps she had been a fool to refuse him… Only perhaps he had been clever enough to make her say what he had wanted her to say. She shrank back out of the inner circle while Jason snorted a mingled amusement and exasperation at Orpheus’ remark.

“Well,” he said, “that is true, but Hylas was one of ours nonetheless, and we cannot abandon him. If he went to the town, well and good. Heracles will find him. Perhaps Heracles will grow wise and leave Hylas there once he is assured of the boy’s safety. If not, he will bring him back. However, we cannot ignore the fact that he might have started southwest to make finding him harder in case someone noticed him leaving. We will search south and southeast to be certain he has not lost himself in the forest.”

He went on giving orders, dividing the men into groups to search, telling one to bring a barrel of pitch from the ship, others to collect dry grass and cudgels for torches. Eurydice watched Orpheus and had to bite her lips and swallow hard when she realized he was not going to look for her. When he had moved to join the group to which Jason had assigned him, she went back to the spit where she had left her gleanings. She was even more confused than she had been earlier, one moment feeling warm and happy because he had come instantly to support her when Jason seemed threatening and the next chilled by doubt because he did not seem to care where she went or what she did when the threat had passed.

Finding one of the cooks already turning over what she had brought, she stayed to help sort and clean. When the meal was ready, Eurydice ate—but Orpheus did not come to sit beside her. Later, she went to the ship and gathered up her sleeping gear. She stood for a long time looking at Orpheus’ blankets. She wanted nothing so much as to take them with her and prepare his bed beside her own, as they had slept nearly every night, but she did not dare. If he returned and did not place his bed beside hers, that might be because he was tired and did not want to seek her in the dark. If he moved the bed she had prepared to another place, that could only have one meaning.

 


Chapter Twelve

 

Eurydice was spared the pain of rejection. The group with which Orpheus was searching did not return at all that night. They straggled back to camp, hungry and tired, about midafternoon the next day, swearing that Hylas was nowhere in the area they had searched. By evening, even the groups with Idmon and Mopsus, who had made sweeps behind the other searchers, had returned. The question then arose whether they should, as Jason had said, set out on the morning tide or wait longer to see if Heracles would return. Most of the men were in favor of departure.

“I know that I said yesterday we would wait no longer, but I do not like to leave any member of my crew behind,” Jason said, frowning. “If Heracles is in trouble—”

“Heracles?” Tiphys said. “In what trouble could he be that he cannot get out? The weather will be calm when the tide is full tomorrow. I do not know about the day after that. We should leave while we can expect good sailing weather.”

“All very well, but I do not want Heracles searching for us with a blood feud in mind,” Jason pointed out, “If harm has come to Hylas and we have departed, how can he know that we honestly searched for the boy?” He turned to look from Idmon to Mopsus. “Can you not feel anything?”

Both held up empty hands. Slowly Jason turned and searched the gathered crew. “Orpheus” he said, “did you not tell me that we had to leave Kyzikos in a hurry because of some child that Eurydice Found?” Then his eyes flicked right and left; usually Eurydice could be found right beside the singer. “Orpheus!” he exclaimed, his voice sharp, “Where is Eurydice?”

“I am here,” she said, rising from a piece of wood on which she had been sitting. “I told you yesterday where Hylas was. He is in the town.”

“You knew where he was, and you let us wander through the woods for a day and a night seeking him?” Jason roared.

“I told Heracles I believed he was in the town. You were standing right there. As to your search, I thought you did not credit what I said, and belief is all I have, no proof. Finders can be mistaken, although I know Hylas well, and I do not think I am wrong.”

Eurydice had seen Orpheus get to his feet when Jason raised his voice. She knew that if she cowered away or burst into tears, Orpheus would come to protect her, but that was not what she wanted. That was his duty—as he saw it. She understood that now, remembering the many times he had said he was responsible for her because he had brought her to Jason. And perhaps he had another reason—to save Jason from himself, to allow him to keep his promise that she would arrive in Colchis unbruised and unused. Worse, the possibility that Orpheus had risen to be near her for his own sake receded farther when he sat down again as Jason calmed. Fortunately, she had no time to think more about that. Jason was asking another question—in a much more moderate tone.

“Is Hylas safe? Well?”

Eurydice shrugged. “I cannot tell you what he feels any more than if he were a trinket of gold. I see where he is, a chamber in a house, a fair chamber, well appointed, but whether he is a guest or a prisoner I have no way of knowing. That is all I can tell from this distance.”

“If you can tell so much,” Idmon said, staring at her, “it is more than ever I could. What more can you do?”

“I have told you.” Though she was numb with pain, a touch of resentment colored her voice. “I am a good Finder. I can Heal. You know I once had a Seeing, but that was the only time in my life that happened—and I hope it never happens again. That is all.”

It was not, of course. She carried a formidable panoply of spells and had a deep well of Power to make them effective, but since she did not plan to use them against Jason and his crew, it was none of their business—nor was the fact that she could suck Power out of another mage, right down to the life.

Idmon looked at her a moment or two longer, as he felt the incompleteness of her statement, but either his Gift was not fine enough to be sure, or he felt her good will and reasoned, as did she, that what she did not use was no one’s business but her own. He smiled, very faintly, which made Eurydice certain he knew she was stronger than she admitted but did not feel it necessary that Jason should know. He shrugged and turned his eyes to meet Jason’s.

“As I said before, more than once, she means us no harm. More important is whether we should send a party to search for Heracles, Polyphemus, and Hylas in the town.”

“Can you tell us whether Heracles has found Hylas?” Jason spoke to Eurydice, not to Idmon.

“Only if I Find him with Hylas. Even if I were to sense him in the same house, it would not mean that he knew Hylas was there. Try to understand—when I Find, I find a thing not a person. Think of my Finding a man as the same thing as Finding a statue of him. A thing has no feelings, no joy, no sadness, no response, and cannot speak, so I cannot hear. I can see the statue. I can see where it is, but I cannot even tell whether the person is alive or dead, except by position. And before you ask, I will answer your next question. No, I cannot watch continuously to see whether Heracles and Hylas meet. I have not the strength to do that.”

“Then Idmon is right,” Jason said. “We must decide whether to go into town to find Hylas and Heracles, or wait longer for them, or simply leave on the tide as I said we would.”

Since Eurydice was totally indifferent to whether they went or stayed—neither being likely to make Orpheus love her if he did not—she paid no attention to the discussion that followed. In the end, it was decided that they should sail with the tide.

The departure was unusually easy. Preoccupied as Eurydice was, even she was aware of how readily the ship was floated, how little the absence of Heracles at his great oar affected the rowing, how smoothly the mast was raised and the sail set without his aid. True, it took three men to do Heracles’ part, but they did it in high spirits, laughing and egging each other on to greater effort. And as they sailed east with an easy breeze behind, the tension that had added to Eurydice’s discomfort dissipated. They had been afraid, Eurydice thought sadly, until they were truly clear of the shore and too far away to be hailed that Heracles would appear with his precious Hylas in tow.

Everyone grew steadily more cheerful, until Eurydice could happily have strangled them all. She felt guilty over the relief with which Heracles and Polyphemus, and even Hylas, had been abandoned. It was not that Jason and his crew had breached their code of honor. Jason had given adequate warning, and the town was close enough that Heracles or Polyphemus could easily have walked back to ask Jason to wait. It was the sense of relief that troubled her. Heracles was such a good person. It was sad that his very virtues should make him unwelcome. She knew the reasons; she remembered talking about them with Orpheus, but it still made her angry. That anger swirled around inside her, picking up the rags of her pride and weaving them together until she had a kind of armor against Orpheus’ indifference.

Thus armored, Eurydice got through the day, performing the tasks that were ordinarily hers, calm and smiling—she even smiled at Orpheus. He was, after all, no better or worse than any of the other men. It was her own fault she had made a fetish out of someone who was just as selfish and self-centered as any other man on this crew. But the armor weighed her down. She felt imprisoned on the ship as she had never felt before. It was time for her to leave the Argo, she admitted. If she had not been so stupid with grief, she could have walked to the town in which Hylas had sought shelter.

As if prodded by her need, the high spirits of the crew translated into the willingness to take chances. They had learned in Kyzikos that the coastline had several long peninsulas, each of which would take more than a day’s sailing to go around. Instead they struck northward across open water at a headland marked by a westward curve. There was not much danger. Because the sea they sailed in was almost closed, they could expect to find land sooner or later and well before their supplies failed. In only a few hours, however, Lynkeus sighted land ahead just as they had been told. By the time Eurydice finished serving the noon meal they had rounded the point of the narrow peninsula and, flushed with the success of the first attempt, were setting out again across open water to whatever landfall they would find to the east.

They sailed all night. The crew had done it before on their desperate crossing from Lemnos, but it was not a favored expedient for coastwise travel. Out in the open sea, however, there was little danger of striking rocks or shoals, so the reduced visibility of night was not a great hazard. In addition the moon was nearly full, and the sky was clear of clouds. Eurydice again had that sense of flying, the silvered sail floating above the dark prow, which threw back a silvery spume. And not only the sailing was soothing. Since the men all kept their places, dozing as they could on the rowing benches or the deck near their duty, she did not need to face the shame of Orpheus changing his sleeping place.

With that small comfort she herself found sleep and clung to the safe darkness until shouts of “Land!” and cheers of success woke her soon after dawn the next morning. In fact, when she peered over the rail in the direction Lynkeus was pointing, Eurydice could see nothing, but she was willing to trust the keen-eyed crewman and assumed that by the time she had relieved herself and washed, she would see more. She did, but it was not very exciting, no more than a darker rim near the horizon when she looked again. But now the shadow of land was off the starboard side rather than directly ahead. Apparently Tiphys had turned the ship and they were following the coast, but well out to sea.

The caution surprised Eurydice until she remembered that beyond Kyzikos the settlements along the shore were less likely to be Greek or to trade principally with the Greeks. Jason would have gathered as much information as he could about the area into which they were going. She felt rather relieved at the idea that he would not ask her and be torn between not believing her and thinking she could provide more if she wished. Under this happy misapprehension, Eurydice went forward to get something to eat.

“Oh, there you are,” Jason said, just as she was about to step under the deck. “What do you know about the land ahead?”

“Nothing.” Eurydice shook her head. “It was too far away for traders to come often. As far as I can remember, I heard it is peopled by Bithynians, but that is just a word to me. It does not mean anything special.”

“They do trade? Would it be safe to sail into one of their ports?”

“I have no idea. Aside from the name Bithynian, I do not remember any talk of these lands. Did not those you questioned in Kyzikos have some answers?”

“No straight yeas or nays. Some towns are more friendly than others, but how one is to know which town is which when coming from the sea, I do not know. Can you Find a welcome?”

“You know I cannot. Welcome is feeling, and I cannot Find feeling.”

“Then you have no help for us?”

Eurydice knew quite well that she should shake her head sadly, get her breakfast, and leave Jason to his own efficient devices. She was aware that the faintly contemptuous note in his last question was designed to annoy her and put her on her mettle. She did not like being manipulated nor giving Jason the satisfaction of getting his own way, but she suddenly saw a gate to freedom. To be free. To break the tie that twisted her heart strings every moment—that was worth allowing Jason to think her a fool.

“Only this,” she said. “It is my guess—a guess, meaning I really do not know, not the near-certain ‘belief’ of Finding—that the people in any of these towns are closer in breeding and appearance to us of Thrace than to you of Greece. Thus, I am more likely to go unnoticed than any of you. If we sail past any likely town, you can put me ashore, and I will walk to the town and make inquiries. I doubt anyone will suspect one lone woman of being a danger to the town. I can ask if anyone knows Phrixos, or Salmydessus, or of Colchis.”

Jason smiled at her, but Eurydice thought she caught a cynical gleam in his blue eyes. “If it seems safe,” he said. “I would not put you into danger. Are you not one of us also?”

She made no reply to that and ducked under the deck to find the remains of the cheese and journey bread the men had shared to break their fast. Eurydice stared at the broken pieces of hard bread and ends of cheese without much interest, not because they were scraps, but because her lively appetite had been suddenly quenched by doubt. That cynical question of Jason’s, asked she was certain to remind her of her obligation to the Argo, had struck home. Not that Eurydice recognized any obligation—she had fulfilled her part of the bargain when she gave Jason Phineus’ name and city—but she had felt she was part of the crew since the storm that drove them back onto Kyzikos.

It was the first time she had truly felt part of a group. She would miss that and the security of being able to say, I am Eurydice of the Argo. Even as she thought it, her head turned and her eyes fastened on Orpheus, sitting on the edge of the stern deck. There was no particular expression on his face, but his eyes were not seeking her. She turned her back and gathered up what she thought she could eat, mixed some wine and water for herself. Finding a convenient bale, she sat and chewed with grim determination. He did not care. It was definitely time to leave the Argo.

The sun was still rising in the heavens when the ship drew close enough to the shore to see it clearly. At first it was uninviting, high mountains tumbling right down to the sea. After awhile, the mountains drew back from a narrow shore and there were a few places where it would have been possible to beach a ship, but there was no sign of any habitation. They sailed on, as much west as north, seeking either a town or the narrow passage through which they must pass into the Black Sea.

Lynkeus, having watched most of the night, was asleep at midmorning. It was Jason himself who called back to Tiphys that he thought he saw smoke and the steersman should angle in closer. Men shook each other awake and prepared to man the oars. Orpheus stood ready to call the beat if ships lay ready to pursue them. There were no ships at anchor in the shallow bay, nor was there a town built beside the water. However, there was, again, a narrow shore where it was plain from remaining posts and ropes that ships had been drawn ashore, although none lay at rest there now.

From the beach, a sound road, broad enough for two carts to pass, had been cleared, snaking back and forth over a sharp rise to a more level place. There were some moving dots on the road, not from the beach, but nearer the town, coming perhaps from narrower lanes that branched off, likely into valleys hidden by the rising ground. Where the road came into the town, one could make out buildings closely packed around an open square and then more widely placed, spreading out to right and left and also rising into the hillside. A number of the buildings were gleaming white, either built of stone or plastered and whitewashed. That indicated the place was certainly more than a fishing village and that some inhabitants had wealth and importance.

Stone buildings notwithstanding, the town was not very large, which seemed reason enough for the absence of ships. Perhaps only one or two stopped here in a month. Nonetheless, a brief discussion in which Eurydice’s offer was raised brought a quick decision. They would not beach the ship but leave her at anchor in the bay for safety. Meanwhile fifteen men would use the small boat to set Eurydice ashore and examine the beaching area. If Eurydice felt the town seemed a safe place to visit and its people might have information, the Argo could be drawn ashore. If not, Eurydice need only run downhill to the men who would take her back to the ship.

“That is, if you are still willing,” Jason said to Eurydice.

“Yes, certainly,” she said, hoping her words did not sound strange because her lips were so stiff.

The sail was furled and the men rowed farther into the bay. As they came closer to the land, the town disappeared behind the trees that grew on the rise. That did not mean that the ship would be equally invisible. A lookout from the top of a building could almost certainly watch the beach below. The matter was mentioned to remind the men that they should not begin sharpening swords or make other warlike preparation that might give the townsfolk the wrong impression. Still, no one was really worried. A few men in a small boat would not be considered either a threat or a temptation. The townsfolk might ignore them or might send out a group to open negotiations if they desired trade. Meanwhile, Eurydice could slip away from the men and up the road to mingle with whatever other traffic there was.

Whatever coin Eurydice had earned in Kyzikos was tied into her girdle. It was natural for her to wear a good inner tunic and outer gown and a sound, hooded cloak—even a farm girl would wear her finest or near finest to go into the town. She stood for just a moment staring at the folded leather packet that held the red dress Orpheus had bought and then turned away. To carry that with her would cry aloud to everyone that she did not intend to return.

The anchor was let down, and the boat inched out from under the gangway and lowered into the water. Polydeuces scurried down the stern ladder and held the craft steady while his brother handed down short oars to each of the other men chosen for the duty. Eurydice had paid no attention to which men were going. She was on good terms with all and, since she did not intend to rush back for their help, it did not matter anyway. She looked up when Jason approached, expecting further instructions or advice, but his eyes went past her.

“Remember what I told you, Orpheus,” he said.

Eurydice’s mouth opened but no sound came out. There, just behind her, stood Orpheus in a travel-worn cloak with his cithara on his back.

Orpheus nodded easily, “If it is not safe, we will come away at once. The town does not seem large enough to make a long examination worthwhile. Between us, Eurydice and I should be able to winnow it out by midday.”

Eurydice’s mouth opened again to protest that she did not need an escort. This time she could have spoken, but she swallowed back the words. Of course she did not need an escort—she knew it, Jason knew it, Orpheus knew it. She was not being given an escort but a prisoner’s guard. She had known Jason would not wish to let her go, but she had assumed, because he had accepted her suggestion so readily, that he did not suspect she wished to escape. Probably he did not, she admitted, but, being Jason, he would make sure, anyway. What a fool she was! She turned away, without speaking, and went toward the ladder to the boat.

“Good enough,” she heard Jason say as she went down, “I would prefer not to camp here. I am less easy where many men can be called to arms and sneak through the woods than on an uninhabited beach where the worst attack might be a hunting beast.”

Jason’s caution did not seem to be necessary, however. As the small boat came closer to the beach, the men commented that there were no signs of violence or of burning, aside from two or three rings of fire-blackened stone that were clearly hearths. Not that Eurydice cared—she told herself spitefully that she would not have cared if there had been a war party in full panoply waiting for them. She had her own problems, which boiled down to whether or not she should cling to her plans to escape.

Orpheus’ presence unsettled her. It could mean that he did care. She strangled that beautiful notion immediately, knowing it could only entrap her further. But she found herself thinking that it was just as well Jason had decided to set a guard on her. It was foolish to think of leaving the ship in so small a place. Even if Jason would be as willing to abandon her as he had been to abandon Heracles, she would be in trouble in no time. And so what if she was? she asked herself. She could flee, as she had from other towns and villages. But this was not Thrace; she did not know the people here or in what direction to seek for another town. Worse, she did not speak the native language, and even if some here spoke the trade tongue, she would be doubly marked as a stranger. Only excuses, she chided herself, only excuses because she was too weak to do what she knew was right and free herself from Orpheus—Orpheus, the traitor, who was surely coming not to protect her but make sure she was Jason’s slave.

That was the last thought in her mind when the boat ran up on the beach. Polydeuces and Castor leapt from the bow to draw her farther up on the pebbles. Others followed to make her fast, then Orpheus jumped down, turned and raised his arms to lift Eurydice down too. She ground her teeth but allowed him to do it, since she did not wish to expose their estrangement until she was certain it would be impossible to escape. But she did not wait when she saw him stop to speak to Castor; she moved to the nearest edge of the beach and stepped into the trees. Under their shelter, she worked her way over to the road and then started to climb toward the town, but keeping to the trees.

Eurydice was very tempted to invoke the look-past-me spell and let Orpheus seek her and then return and tell Jason he had failed to hold her. Unfortunately, she did not dare use magic until she reached the town and determined whether there were other Gifted, whether traps were set for the Gifted, or whether spells were used freely. Before she could begin to think spitefully of simply running off into the woods to hide, she heard Orpheus coming, striding along the middle of the road, whistling as he walked.

All her fury concentrated on the fact that she had so carefully concealed herself with the intention of slipping into town unnoticed while he made all her care useless by boldly tramping up the middle of the road. She stamped out from under the trees and confronted him.

“Idiot!” she exclaimed. “Do you not realize that now everyone will know you are a stranger come from a ship?”

He blinked his large, innocent-looking blue eyes. “Of course I realize it,” he said mildly. “What else could I be, with a minstrel’s garland on my head and a cithara on my back? It is common enough for a minstrel to have taken ship from one town to another. It will not be thought strange if I ask questions—any minstrel would—to see if he would be welcome here. I can even ask about other towns that a trader could take me to when the people here tire of my art.”

Even more furious because she could find no fault at all with what Orpheus planned to use as his cover story—he had even snatched some thin branches from a small-leaved tree and wound them into a garland—Eurydice snapped, “Since you have it all arranged, I do not see why I should go to the town at all.”

Orpheus shrugged, stepped around her, and began walking again. “I do not see why either. That was what I said to Jason, that there was no reason for you to expose yourself to these unknown people. I could manage by myself.”

Eurydice gasped with outrage—slipping into town to ask questions had been her idea—then gasped again as she found herself left behind and had to run a few steps to catch up.

“Then why am I walking along the road with you?” she asked furiously.

“Because you would not go back if I told you to,” Orpheus said, glancing at her sidelong.

“Do not be ridiculous. It is quite clear that Jason intended me to go into the town, whatever you said.”

Orpheus shrugged again. “He is cautious. He felt there should be two of us—in case one fell into trouble, the other could summon the men from the beach, and if the trouble was enough, they could signal the ship to come in.”

“Trouble from the townsfolk, or from the prisoner trying to escape?” Eurydice asked spitefully.

“Prisoner?” Orpheus looked around quickly, as if Eurydice had seen something he had missed. “What prisoner?”

“This prisoner,” Eurydice hissed, bringing her hand hard against her chest. “This prisoner, who has paid her dues to Jason and the Argo and her crew, and who now wishes to leave the ship.”

There was a silence. Orpheus did not turn his head to look at her or make a shocked protest. He stared steadily ahead at the road and at last, softly, asked, “Why? This is too small a place. You will be safer in Colchis.”

“Because it is worth the risk to be free of you,” she said.

“Free of me!” he echoed, now sounding angry. “What have I ever done that you need to suffer danger to be free of me? Have I importuned you? Was it so hateful to you that I asked you to be my wife? You need not fear that I will try to interfere with you. I have had my fill of watching you and waiting for a crumb of kindness. By all means, if you wish to stay here, stay. I will not stop you or try to hold you.”

He lengthened his stride to the full extension of his long legs and rapidly pulled ahead. Eurydice was left with the unpalatable choices of running to keep up with him or swallowing the bitter words she had not yet spoken. She accepted the latter as the lesser of the evils, and found it more good than evil, after all, as she began to follow him slowly up the road. Perhaps the words she might have said were better swallowed, she thought. Did he not have a right to ask why she should be offended by his asking her to marry him? And could he really have been waiting for a crumb of kindness from her? Certainly it was true he had not importuned her—if he had, she would not be thinking of leaving him! Or was it all another clever ploy, a trick to bring her back to Jason’s ship?

Desiring the former enough to make her heart pound, fearing the latter with all the intensity of her desire, Eurydice felt incapable of any decision. But she did not need to make one, she told herself. For now it would serve her purpose best to try to discover what Jason wanted to know. That exercise should make clear a great many things about the town. And if she decided to stay, she could pass the information to Orpheus as her last payment on her passage.

Not long after Orpheus disappeared around a curve in the road, a farmer driving a cart came in from a side track. He looked at her curiously but without alarm and smiled when she came even with him, calling a greeting she did not understand. Unwilling to display her lack of comprehension, she smiled and nodded but kept her pace fast enough to make not speaking seem natural. A little hope rose that no one would speak any of the languages she knew—and if they did not she could not remain, of course—but she crushed it, and by the time she had passed into the marketplace she knew it was false. Most of the merchants there seemed to speak a trade dialect very similar to her own, possibly with greater sibilance and less softness, but completely comprehensible.

Having entered the square, Eurydice turned right and began to walk around the stalls. Business seemed lively, but she noticed a strange preponderance of women among the shoppers and that what men there were would glance frequently toward the north end of the square, where a wide avenue led still higher up the hill to what must be a palace. Since the tension seemed reserved to men, Eurydice put it in the back of her mind and concentrated on sensing for Power. She found a bright spot at once and idled toward the place to find an earth-witch openly offering spells for bringing blossoms into fruit and setting seed. The woman was accepted by her neighboring merchants, one of whom Eurydice heard call a question to the witch, and by the folk who passed, since they did not make signs against evil or spit. Still, there was something in the area that made Eurydice quicken her steps.

Safely by, she sought for Power again, and found, and once again sensed something very strange. This time she damped down her own Gift as much as she could and forced herself closer to the Healer. As she approached the miasma grew thicker, and she drew back while another passed before her to ask for a simple little spell for sore eyes. The Healer’s client did not hesitate at all, and the Healer, murmuring the spell and transferring it with gentle touches, also seemed unaware of the unpleasant aura. It must be something set against strangers, Eurydice thought, some magic warning. Probably it would not be safe to work any spell unless one had clearance from the authorities.

Curious, Eurydice forced herself forward once the Healer had accepted her client’s coin and she had left. “I am a stranger,” she said in trade tongue. “May I ask some questions?”

The young man glanced quickly past her at the north end of the square. “So long as no other client comes,” he said.

Eurydice took a small round of copper from her purse and laid it down. “I am a Finder,” she said. “Will I be able to use my Gift here?”

“The Gifted are not welcome, but they are not burned—so long as they do not interfere with the Lord King’s pleasure.”

“Should I veil myself?” Eurydice asked.

Even as she asked the question, she knew it was not women the king of this place sought for pleasure. The women in the marketplace—some veiled, some not—gave all their attention to their business. They did not cast anxious glances at the passage from the palace.

“As you please, but there is no need,” the healer said, looking north again. “King Amycus will not trouble you, and the market wards will hear you fairly if you make a complaint.”

“Will I need permission from the king or the headman of the town to make a place for myself in the market?” she asked.

“I did not,” the Healer said. “In fact, you can have my place here in another week. I came at the summons of a client, and when his ship returns from Drepane, he will send me back to Chacedon. I—”

His voice stopped suddenly as he glanced over at the wide avenue on the north again. Following his eyes, Eurydice saw movement up at the far end, near the palace. The Healer had jumped to his feet, pushing Eurydice back off the cloth that marked his place and held his seating cushion and one for a client. He swept everything together into a bundle and began to make his way out of the market. Several other men also began to walk toward the outer edges of the market, but most of the merchants and all of the women paid no attention.

Eurydice stared after the disappearing Healer, then shrugged and picked up her copper bit which had fallen out of the Healer’s cloth. So King Amycus liked men? But the Healer seemed an unlikely object. He was thin and weedy, without having a feminine fragility, and he was certainly no beauty. Could Amycus like Gifted men? No, too many men had watched the road north; they could not all have been Gifted. In any case, it seemed safe enough for a woman here and, unless the Healer had been lying, no particular obstacles would be cast in her path…except that ugly feeling that hung in the air around her.

She continued on slowly. Perhaps the spell marked by the unpleasant aura was only against greater magics, which was why she felt it and those with lesser Gifts did not. Ahead was a display of herbs, plants, and earths for dyeing. The strange feeling diminished a trifle as she moved away from where the Healer had cast his little spell. She threw back the hood of her cloak, which she had kept over her head, and stepped up to the counter.

“My mistress lately had a cloth dyed with a rose color from Salmydessus,” she said to the elderly man presiding over the goods. “She now wishes to dye a scarf to match. Do you have such a dye?”

“From Salmydessus? No, I do not. I never heard that they had any special dyes. I have several fine rose colors, both from the earth and to be leached from these roots.”

He lifted a basket slightly, but put it down again when Eurydice shook her head. “My mistress thinks the sun rises in Salmydessus,” she said. “It would not matter that the color were clearer and better. If it did not come from Salmydessus she would find fault with it.”

“If she thinks the sun rises in Salmydessus,” he said, “she is back to front, as it is on the west coast of the great black sea. However, you might try Master Zetes across the square. He deals more with Thracian goods—you sound Thracian.”

It was said with a touch of contempt, but no great animosity. Eurydice thanked him for his help and started across the square. Clearly, Salmydessus was a known place to these people. The merchant had recognized the name as soon as she mentioned it and had been able to recommend another merchant who might know more. If she could get clear directions to Salmydessus for those of the Argo, she would truly be free of all obligation to them.

Midway across, she hesitated as a swirl of activity became noticeable near the opening into the northern avenue. A troop of six armed and helmeted guards had entered the marketplace. Eurydice shrank back into a group of people who had been near a cloth-monger’s stall and had turned to watch. The arrival of a group of guards at just about the time a party from a ship would be likely to reach the town and disperse in the market seemed suspicious to her. The nervousness of the Healer, who was not a native, might also be significant. There were towns, Eurydice had heard, where strangers were gathered up and sold as slaves for the benefit of the whole town, and the natives, while they might not actively help, would not warn the victims.

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

The words of the look-past-me spell trembled on Eurydice’s lips but the air seemed to thicken around her as she thought of it. She swallowed back the words. Something here did not like the use of magic and worse might befall her for casting a spell than taking a chance without one. Had the Healer been lying about the freedom to use spells? Had he bought some protection from that ugly heaviness she sensed? Was he the kind that sacrificed other Gifted to increase his own safety or the value of what he had to sell?

She watched anxiously, but caught no sight of the Healer, and the merchant who sold dyes was not looking around for her nor, seemingly, signalling the guard. Nor were they headed in her direction. In fact, they had turned the other way. The group suddenly opened its ranks and halted. Behind her, Eurydice heard some people commenting to each other in their native language. Although she could not understand what they were saying, it seemed clear to her that they thought the guards had found what they sought.

A rush of relief was followed immediately by a pang of anxiety. Was the hunt over? And then, as one of the men broke away from the group and set out up the road toward the palace again, a great hand seemed to seize her by the throat. Orpheus! Orpheus had set out to draw attention to the fact that he was a stranger in the marketplace! Run, panic shrieked inside her. Slide away into the crowd. You can be well away into the woods before they can find you. It would not be desertion, a more sane part urged. If you save yourself, you can tell the men from the boat. But even as her fear yammered at her, she had pulled up her hood again and was making her way through the crowd toward the semicircle of guards. It would do Orpheus little good if the men from the boat arrived only to fall into the same trap.

“Yes I am,” she heard Orpheus say. “From the ship now anchored in the bay. I had thought to break my journey here if your king or his nobles desired to hear my songs.”

“I know nothing of that,” the captain of the group said. “King Amycus has his own way of welcoming strangers.”

“Bards are sacred,” Orpheus said.

“To the Greeks, mayhap,” the captain retorted, laughing. “We do not make a fetish of pretty words here.”

“What would King Amycus want of me, then?” Orpheus asked. “My whole worth is in my music.”

Eurydice held her breath, expecting the captain to say he would bring a price as a male laborer if no one desired his music. But he only shook his head and the five men closed in around Orpheus directing him through the crowd, which opened to let them by but did not shrink away in fear or shame. Some followed, looking interested and amused. When they came to the opening at the edge of the market that led to the palace, they stopped and waited. Eurydice, who had followed stealthily, keeping always a group of native folk between her and the guards, shrank into the shadows of a stall.

In no long time, another group came down the road from the palace. This was much larger, a number of richly dressed men, most with scarred faces, surrounding one in a kilt, naked to the waist, but wearing a crown. A great chair, carried by a group of porters, was set down in the middle of the open road. The kilted king climbed into it, and after an exchange in the native tongue, Orpheus was pushed forward.

“It is the law of King Amycus,” one of the richly dressed men intoned, this time in trade language, “that any stranger who comes to his city must box him and bow to his superior strength.”

“I will gladly acknowledge his superior strength at once,” Orpheus said, smiling. “I am a singer, not a boxer. There is no need to challenge me.”

“Of course there is no need to challenge you,” King Amycus cried. “I am the greatest boxer in the world.” And he began to recite the names of all those he had conquered with his fists.

Eurydice drew in a long breath. When men began to boast and crow, often smooth words accepting their vainglories could gentle them, and Orpheus was an expert at smooth words. The singer had blinked at Amycus’ pronouncement of his skill in boxing, and Eurydice remembered Orpheus mentioning that Polydeuces was the acknowledged master of the art in all Greece, but he was not likely to contradict the ranting king. Still, Eurydice’s relief was changing again to fear the longer Amycus talked. He was mad, she thought, shivering and clutching her cloak tighter.

“I know you cannot prevail against me,” Amycus said finally. “Nonetheless, I am impelled to give you the opportunity to win great glory and a place among the nobles of this land.”

“Lord King,” Orpheus said, his voice gentle, musical, softly soothing. “A chance to box is no opportunity to me. I cannot box. I do not know how. My hands are for playing the cithara and the flute. I have never struck a blow with my bare hand in my life.”

“You will box with me. All strangers box with me. It is a rule of my city.”

Orpheus shook his head. “What glory can accrue to you from crushing such a one as I who has no skill in your sport? It would be a shame, not an honor, to defeat me. Great kings win great fame from the praise of bards. I travel from town to town, court to court, country to country. Let me go, and I will sing throughout the world of Amycus the boxer.”

Eurydice’s breath caught. The words could easily be taken as an offer to praise the king, but she noted the card with which Orpheus did not specify what he would say about Amycus the boxer. Unfortunately, although there were some sympathetic murmurs from the crowd, the king seemed to harbor the same suspicion that had come to Eurydice.

“You will sing with much greater sincerity of my skill and my power after you have exchanged blows with me,” Amycus roared. “I am known already far and wide for my strength. What do I care for your petty tweetings.”

But Orpheus’ voice was having an effect on the crowd. One voice cried out, “Let him go.” Another called, “He is nothing.” And still another, from far back, shouted, “Let him sing.”

Eurydice looked around nervously, wishing they would be still. It was mostly women who were calling out and she had already seen that there were no women among the group that had come with Amycus. Likely the king completely discounted women, who could not box. The men, and there were more of them than Eurydice remembered in the market, as if they had come out of hiding once Amycus had a victim in hand, looked contemptuous and relieved.

Orpheus seemed to have realized that the sympathy of the crowd would do him more harm than good in this place. He turned his full attention to Amycus. “My lord,” he cried, “only let me play you a few lines, sing a short song—”

He reached back to bring the cithara around to the front of his body but was forestalled by a gesture from Amycus, which brought a guardsman with a bared knife pointed at Orpheus’ throat. Mad Amycus might be, Eurydice thought, but he was not unaware of Orpheus’ power. She shuddered, suddenly understanding there was no way Orpheus could win his freedom. Amycus hated any kind of power in men, even sweet persuasion, and destroyed that power by beating the man to a pulp. She shuddered again as Amycus spoke, confirming her thought.

“No, you will not sing nor play,” the king bellowed, “until you have fulfilled the rule of the city and boxed with me. Then, if you can still pull the strings with your crushed fingers and croak through your broken teeth, you may do as you like.”

I must do something, Eurydice thought wildly, but one could not cast spells in a panic—and she could hardly think of a spell to cast. She could hurl a ball of flame at Amycus, but what good would that do? She and Orpheus would be torn apart by Amycus’ armed men before they could escape. She needed something that would make everyone forget Orpheus. Should she set the whole city afire? But how would she and Orpheus escape? A whirlwind. No, that would make the same problem. She could say the spell, but she could not control the thing once it was launched.

Even as the ideas came, a weight pressed down on her so that she could hardly draw breath and her knees trembled with the effort to remain upright. Could she even get through a spell of the greater magic? And if she failed midway, the loosened power would blast her so that she would be no help to Orpheus and she would be too weak to defend herself against whoever or whatever had set the anti-magic spell. And then Orpheus lost his temper.

“Then you are no hero, but the worst kind of coward,” Orpheus cried, his clear voice ringing out through the whole square so that every head turned his way. “Only a coward would attack one who confesses himself incapable and is willing to yield. I tell you a bard is sacred. If you harm me, punishment will befall you.”

No! Eurydice almost cried aloud. She had just bethought herself of afflicting the king with cramps and pains in his arms and legs to make him less eager to box. Those were small spells, painful for a Healer to cast because they were in opposition to her natural Gift, but she thought she could have got through them. After Orpheus’ threat she dared not! Surely, Amycus would have Orpheus killed if he felt he was being “punished.”

Amycus spit right into Orpheus’ face. “That for your threats!” he screamed. “Stand up like a man and box or take your punishment without the chance to strike a blow in return. Box, or I will have your hands broken, your face smashed—just what I will do to you anyway, but without letting you hit back.”

Terror was making Eurydice sick; her stomach heaved and growled and bile rose in her throat. Involuntarily, she thought of the commonest association with nausea—food. Her breath eased out and the turmoil within her quieted. She would make Amycus hungry and thirsty. If he stopped to have a meal before forcing Orpheus into the boxing ring, she would have time to get back to the boat and bring Polydeuces.

“Amycus, basileus, didomi tou piein epithumia; didomi phagoi an hopote bouloito,” she murmured under her breath.

The heaviness closed tighter around her as she spoke and she found she could not breathe, but she forced out the last words, her eyes fixed intensely on the king. It was a very small spell she had cast and a very harmless one, she told herself, but her chest ached and her eyes flicked from one to another of the men around Amycus, expecting one to be a mage who would cry out against her spell casting. Her terror increased as she fought desperately to draw breath, clutching at the stall to remain upright.

At that moment, chaos erupted at the foot of Amycus’ great chair. Orpheus slammed his elbow into the throat of the guard holding the knife and the man, who had shown his contempt for a weak singer who could not box by hardly paying attention to Orpheus, went down, choking and gagging.

Shock broke the hold of whatever guarded against magic. Air filled Eurydice’s lungs and she screamed, which did not matter since half the crowd let out shrieks of varying volume. Orpheus, however, did not make the mistake of attempting to escape, which would have been impossible. As the guard went down, he simply put his foot on the man’s knife, wiped his face with the hem of his cloak, and raised his eyes to meet those of Amycus.

“If that is the choice you offer, then I will box,” he said, his voice soaring effortlessly over the remaining cries and the gasps and retching of the guard.

The cold contempt Orpheus felt poured out over the crowd like an icy douche. Momentarily it froze everyone; the people shrank away, ashamed, the guards coming toward Orpheus hesitated, and even the mad king winced. The immediate stiffening of Amycus’ body showed he knew his reaction had been visible, and then rage suffused his features.

Desperately, although she was shaking with fear of the consequences, Eurydice readied a spell of immobility. She would freeze the king so he could not order his guards to kill Orpheus. She would not think that there might be nothing this time to free her from choking to death, or that when their king froze, the guards and nobles might kill Orpheus anyway. Weight fell on her; her throat closed.

The guards had recovered, two seizing Orpheus’ arms, but the furious red had faded from Amycus’ face. He seemed suddenly distracted. He sniffed the air, which did carry some scents of cooking from food stalls scattered in the market, and his tongue ran across his lips as if his mouth was dry. Then he brought his eyes back to Orpheus.

“You will box when I say you will,” he said, looking down his nose as if at something very small. The effect, however, was spoiled when he licked his lips again. “When we fight is my choice, not yours. You are a nothing. You will wait my pleasure. Now, I will refresh myself with food and wine.”

By the expressions of surprise on the people around her, Eurydice judged that what Amycus had said was unusual. She breathed a soft sigh, the sense of threat around her diminishing as she dismissed the words for immobility from her mind. Her spell, designed to make Amycus hungry and thirsty, must have worked. She cast an anguished glance at Orpheus, who was completely surrounded by guards and being driven up the road toward the palace, but she knew she must not follow. She dared not use another spell. Had Orpheus not caused a diversion, she might have choked to death, or Amycus’ mage might have caught her, surrounded as she was by the weight of the anti-magic. And without magic, she would be of no use to Orpheus. She must fetch Polydeuces at once.

As fast as she could, Eurydice slipped through the marketplace. She hesitated only briefly near where the road entered the square, but no one seemed to be watching, and others were passing in and out. Then three women came together, loosely grouped, and Eurydice stepped up behind them as if she were about to join the group. She went out of the market with them, but no one seemed to be the least interested in her, and she could not bear to keep to the slow pace. Once around the first curve, she passed the group and then took to her heels, running all out toward the beached boat, uncaring if the few people on the road stared after her in astonishment. Halfway down the road, she began to call for Polydeuces.

The men came running up to meet her, swords drawn. She cried down to them, “Orpheus is taken.”

“Curse him,” Castor growled, “he should be a little less enchanting.” But he increased his pace, closing the distance between them.

“No,” Eurydice gasped, catching Polydeuces’ arm and clinging to it for support as they met. Over her shoulder she said to Castor, “Orpheus never sang. The king is mad! He demanded that Orpheus box with him.”

“Box? Orpheus?” Polydeuces said, and began to laugh.

His smile disappeared, however, as Eurydice related what had happened. After the first few sentences, she had caught her breath and she turned to go up the road again, pulling Polydeuces with her. The other men followed, clustering close to listen as she finished the story. When the tale was done, Eurydice started to run again, but Mopsus stopped and Polydeuces caught her arm and held her.

“Wait,” Mopsus said. “If this Amycus is mad, we will need more than fourteen men to wrest Orpheus free of him.”

“I do not know how long my spell will hold,” Eurydice cried, tugging at Polydeuces. “Perhaps it might end with the first sip of wine and bite of food. I tell you it is that madman’s purpose to break Orpheus to bits, not merely to see who is the better boxer.”

“Still, Orpheus will be no better off if we are taken prisoner,” Castor said. “We cannot simply plunge into the marketplace with drawn swords.”

“No, I agree,” Polydeuces said. “I will go on ahead with Eurydice and challenge Amycus to box with me. I will do my best to enrage him, so he will forget about Orpheus. But if he is as mad as Eurydice thinks, he may not take kindly a defeat at my hands. Let Mopsus and three others take the boat back to warn Jason.”

“Good,” Castor said. “That makes sense. The rest of us will follow by twos and threes and try to find other ways to enter the market.”

“And if you do not see any action in the marketplace,” Eurydice put in, starting forward again, “look for the wide avenue that goes north. Amycus’ palace is on that road, and he may decide to break Orpheus there. Some in the marketplace were moved by Orpheus’ protest that he did not know how to box and had called to the king to let him go.”

Mopsus and three others turned back, the remainder of the men sheathed their swords and moderated their pace, some slipping into the trees along the edge of the road. Eurydice hurried on, tugging Polydeuces along with her. Her heart was pounding like a gang of blacksmiths, and pains lanced down her tired legs. Still, she pressed forward trying to go faster. When they were almost at the market square, Polydeuces jerked her to a halt.

“Listen,” he said. “There are only the ordinary sounds of a market, no roars or unusual quiet, which might mark expectation. Either the fight is over, or it is not near starring yet. Let us go slower. We do not wish to draw unnecessary attention.”

It was true, but Eurydice shook with terror and the need for restraint as they walked the short distance. Stop being so foolish, she admonished herself. Even if Amycus has hurt him, I can Heal him. But tears stung her eyes. She could not bear the thought of Orpheus’ pain.

It was apparent immediately that no contest had taken place in the market. No sign of a cleared space or of any lingering excitement appeared. Eurydice, keeping a grip on Polydeuces’ arm, wove her way through the stalls and shoppers until the avenue that led to the palace became visible. What she saw gave her some relief. There were people walking along the road and others lingering around the open gateway into the palace. Surely they must be waiting to be summoned to watch the match.

Polydeuces must have come to the same conclusion because he now quickened his pace, pulling Eurydice along with him as he strode up the road toward the palace. He was smiling, eager to teach Amycus a lesson. Eurydice’s mouth was suddenly dry and her breath rattled in her throat. Polydeuces might be the best boxer in Greece, but this was not Greece. She remembered suddenly the scarred faces of Amycus’ courtiers and the king’s unmarked countenance. That might be because none dared to strike back at him, but it also might be because his skill was exceptional.

“Lady,” she prayed under her breath, “give this warrior strength, for he would never hurt an unfit opponent.”

At the gate, Polydeuces dropped Eurydice’s arm and he gave her a gentle push to the side. “Stay here,” he urged, “or, better, go down to the market again to direct Castor and the others.”

“Are you sure?” she breathed. “Perhaps I could help—”

He was gone before she finished, laughing as he walked through the gate and then shouting from the middle of the courtyard, “Where is this king who calls himself a boxer? I am Polydeuces, master of boxing. I challenge you to match me, Amycus the boxer.”

There was a confused noise from inside the palace walls and the people who had been idling around the gates pressed forward. Eurydice tried to hang back, but she was carried along with the press. Somewhere from within she heard a man calling that the king was still refreshing himself. The voice sounded uncertain, as if what he said was strange to him. Eurydice’s eyes opened wide. If she did nothing, would Amycus eat and drink himself to death? Would that be better or worse for Orpheus? Worse, surely; it would take days or weeks for a surfeit to kill a man, and all that time Orpheus would be held prisoner. Worse for Jason’s crew, too, because they would have to fight to free Orpheus. And worse for Polydeuces, who would always wonder whether Amycus could outbox him.

Eurydice bit her lip. She was not sure she could release the spell without seeing the king and she was afraid, too, that the release might be as dangerous to her as the casting. Polydeuces was shouting insults, crying that the king feared him and was hiding behind a platter of meat and a pitcher of wine. Most of the crowd was standing in the gateway, but Eurydice found she could peer around the edge of the gate and see within.

In the courtyard, Polydeuces stood with his hands in the boxer’s “ready” position. One man lay on the ground, motionless; others stood around, out of striking distance, watching him warily. At the end of the courtyard, someone was just climbing the steps to the portico of the building.

Eurydice muttered, “Thialuo…” She hesitated fearfully, but no great weight fell on her, and when she drew breath the air flowed freely into her chest.

Perhaps dispelling magic was safe. Eurydice fixed her mind on Amycus’ face and began again, “Amycus, basileus, thialuo—” She hesitated again as she saw movement in the portico and then hastened on “Thialuo ton piein epithumia; thialuo phagoi an hopote bouloito” when Amycus appeared on the top step, holding a half-gnawed haunch of some meat in one hand and a cup in the other.

Amycus belched, shook his head, and looked at the haunch and cup as if he had never seen them before. He thrust them out to each side, and two servants came and relieved him of them. He looked at the man lying near Polydeuces’ feet, then at Polydeuces.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I am a stranger, by your laws required to box with you. Nothing could please me more. My name is Polydeuces, and I am the best boxer in the world.”

“Liar!” Amycus roared. “I am the best boxer in the world.”

“Not until you have bested me,” Polydeuces shouted back, and laughed. “Will you fight a boxer, or are you only fit to box a singer, who has never boxed in his life, and such half-dead slaves as traders bring to pacify you while they do business in your city?”

Eurydice’s brows lifted and she almost giggled. As she slipped sideways along the wall out of the gaping crowd, she wondered whether Polydeuces had hit upon the truth. She felt like singing with joy. Orpheus was safe. Then she sobered and began to look for Castor and the others. Polydeuces was now the one in danger. But Castor was already there, on the opposite side of the gate from her, inching his way past the staring crowd into the courtyard. Behind him was another of the Argo’s crew, and a third touched Eurydice’s shoulder as he passed her. In a few moments more she had counted all ten, all working their way closer.

Just then a loud shout came from within and the people standing near the gate began to press forward into the courtyard. Eurydice shivered. What pleasure there could be for anyone in two men beating each other bloody, she could not imagine. Without a moment’s delay, she started back to the town. For the third time, she worked her way through the market to the road to the beach. This time she thought a few curious glances were cast at her, but no one called out or tried to stop her, and she went down the road once more to guide Jason and his men to the palace. Twenty had crammed themselves into the little boat. They were just coming to shore as she stepped onto the beach.

“Now what have you done?” Jason called, coming across to stare down at her.

“This time I cannot be blamed,” Eurydice replied. “If you had trusted me and let me go alone, I would have found the answers you wanted and be safely returned by now. Only men are in danger in this city.”

“That is not something I could know,” Jason said, dismissing further discussion with a gesture. “Where is Orpheus? Could you do nothing to protect him?”

“I did what I could.” Eurydice sighed. “There is a spell or something in the marketplace that does not like magic. I was barely able to use a little kitchen spell and make Amycus hungry and thirsty. That held his attention until I could get down to the beach to fetch Polydeuces. I left Polydeuces calling the king a coward and challenging him to fight. Orpheus is safe, I think, but I can Heal him if he was hurt.”

“Kitchen spell,” Jason repeated, his lips downturned as if he had tasted something sour.

He looked away from her almost at once, however, and when he saw the boat had been pulled up far enough and his men were on the beach, he gestured them toward him. Two he assigned to stay with the boat and take it out to sea if a mob should come down from the town. When he had finished his instructions, he said to Eurydice, “Stay here. I understand we must go through the town and up farther to the palace. I do not need you for a guide and I do not want to have to worry about you in the middle of a fight.”

Eurydice opened her mouth to make a heated reply, but Jason had already turned away and was leading his men toward the road. About to defy him and follow, she hesitated, knowing that if she did not slip through the woods unseen, Jason would send someone to take her back and complain, quite justly this time, that she had made trouble. Keeping up with the men while remaining hidden in the woods would not be easy—

The thought checked and Eurydice asked herself sharply why she should wish to keep up with them? Just because she had been told to stay behind? Jason was actually right; she could be of no help in the fight if she could not use magic. She glanced anxiously at the men guarding the boat, but they were talking comfortably about whether they should stop elsewhere to seek a cargo. Clearly, they felt there was little danger for Jason and his well-seasoned crew. Still some might be hurt. Eurydice wondered how much advantage there could be in being somewhat nearer so she could Heal sooner—if she could Heal at all in the town or the palace. Would not that magic-abhorring weight crush the life from her? And what if she should be seized and held hostage?

Having destroyed her excuse for wanting to accompany Jason, her real reason became apparent—that she wanted to see Orpheus sooner. But when she examined the idea, it seemed a better reason for staying behind. Her heart sank at the prospect effacing Orpheus in front of all the men. Doubtless they would expect her to fly into his arms, and she would be glad enough to do it if only she were certain that he would receive her. She went over in her mind again her doubts and to counter each came a memory of Orpheus’ complaint about waiting for a kind word. Reminded that they had parted in anger, Eurydice, of course, began to imagine that Amycus had ordered Orpheus killed or mangled to satisfy his rage over Polydeuces’ insults.

Eons of anxiety passed, although the sun had moved scarcely a quarter of the way down toward the west. Then there were men’s voices from the road, men laughing and singing. Eurydice and the two boat guards sprang to their feet. The guards kept their places near the boat, ready to push it into the water if the sounds of joy were a trap, but Eurydice ran forward. Fears of rejection forgotten, she was looking for Orpheus, but her Healer’s instinct seized her muscles and turned her head so that her eyes fixed on Polydeuces. He was on his feet but walking stiffly and his flesh was all over mottled with red marks that would soon turn color into dreadful bruises; drawn irresistibly by his need, it was to him that Eurydice ran.

Polydeuces eyes lit when he saw her. He had not forgotten what she had done for Polyphemus and others the night they were attacked, and he agreed gladly to her offer to Heal him. Castor, on whom he had been leaning, eased him down on the grass at the edge of the beach. Eurydice knelt beside him, at first passing her hands over him without touching him. Her lips folded together and she shook her head. As if she were scolding, Polydeuces began to explain his battered state. Amycus had been a better boxer than he expected, he admitted. He had been sure, at first, that the man only attacked the helpless and thus had not been as cautious as he should have been.

At least, Castor put in soothingly, she would not need to Heal any other men. There had been no battle, although there might well have been if Polydeuces had fought Amycus in the marketplace, where the king’s henchmen might have called on the populace to help them. In the palace, there were only Amycus’ household guard of twenty and the few “noblemen,” who had survived their boxing matches with him and impressed him with their skill. The attention of Amycus’ men had been fixed on the fight; by the time they realized that Amycus was getting the worst of it, they were somewhat intimidated by the phalanx in which Castor had formed up his men. And after a final blow had stretched the king unconscious, it was too late. Polydeuces stood over Amycus and Castor and his men rushed forward to surround the king and make him a hostage for his men’s civil behavior.

Soon after that Jason had arrived and any chance of Amycus’ men trying to overwhelm the Greeks was gone. Nonetheless, Jason had to wait until Amycus regained his senses before they could get Orpheus released, and then there was some bargaining for sureties. Jason took Amycus’ two sons as hostage in their father’s stead to ensure they would not be attacked on their way back. The sons were actually helpful. When they learned that Jason desired to know the way to Salmydessus, they found a merchant who had made many trips there and he gave them clear directions. The difficult part, the merchant warned them, was finding the passage into the great sea. Once through that, one need only turn north along the shore. Salmydessus was the first large city to which they would come.

While Castor explained what had happened, Eurydice, eyes closed to concentrate, soothed away Polydeuces’ bruises and induced two cracked ribs to mend. She was aware of someone looming over her, but she ignored the presence because she believed it to be Castor. When her Healing was done and Polydeuces was lying relaxed in a light sleep, she opened her eyes and rose, intending to tell Castor to let his brother doze as long as possible. As she turned, she froze, her heart jumping in her breast as she came face to face with Orpheus. Movement to her right had to be Castor kneeling down beside Polydeuces, but she was barely conscious of him. Her eyes were fixed on Orpheus.

“Are you hurt?” she cried. “I had no sense of pain other than Polydeuces’.”

“Not hurt at all.” He glanced at the sleeping man, put out his hand, and drew her away from where Polydeuces lay with Castor sitting beside him. When they were half hidden by the trees, he said, “It was your doing that Amycus became hungry and thirsty, was it not?”

“Yes, of course.” She hardly knew what she said, her attention fixed on her Healer’s sense flowing into the hand she still held. She found no physical pain, but a profound disquiet that made Orpheus’ heartbeat slow and heavy. She squeezed his hand. “You were shocked by that monster. I am so sorry that I could not free you at once. It was horrible what he threatened—horrible—but I did not have the right magic—

“Eurydice—” He raised his other hand to her cheek. “You saved my life, even though it was not in your interest to do so.”

“Not in my interest?” Eurydice echoed.

“You told me you wanted to be free of us, and the city was safe for women. You could have turned your back—”

“And let that monster mutilate you?”

He shrugged. “Did you not say any risk would be worth it to be free of me. You would have been free—”

“Oh, you are an idiot!” Eurydice jerked her hand loose from his. “What did you expect me to say when you came to ask me to marry you as if you were going to a hanging—and left after I refused you almost skipping with joy, as if I had freed you from a fate worse than death.”

Orpheus’ mouth and eyes opened wide. “That is not true,” he got out, once he had regained control of his jaw. “If I came slowly, it was because I was afraid. I thought you would laugh at me.”

“I, laugh at you? I am homeless, nearly penniless, a passenger by sufferance on Jason’s ship. You are of such value to him that Jason is ready to put his whole ship and crew at risk to save you. Are you making fun of me?”

“No!” He stared wordlessly for a moment and then went on with a puzzled frown. “Perhaps the words you say are true, but they have no meaning to me. You are a wonder to me, a woman who does not need a man, who can live her own life, go her own way—which you nearly did in Kyzikos. Why should you tie yourself to any man, much less to me?”

Eurydice smiled. “For love, Orpheus. I told you once before that a free and independent woman can choose a man for love and will be bonded more firmly than any bond that need can make.” She sighed and shook her head. “But what you said cannot be the truth. You looked no happier after you saw that I did not think your offer laughable.”

“It was the truth, but when you spoke of your life in Greece, you made me think. Then I was troubled. I knew I would have to change my ways, that I would no longer be free as I had been in the past to roam and sing where I liked. Yes, it was a burden on my mind, but I wanted you anyway. You were more important to me than that freedom. In the name of all the gods, why should I beg you to be my wife and come home with me if I did not wish to be tied to you for life? You had offered to be my lover already.”

Eurydice recognized that the reason Orpheus had offered for his proposal made more sense than what she had thought, but she shrugged. “I do not know, but other reasons could be found. Perhaps you wished to bind me to the Argo and Jason’s purposes. You have risked your life in battle to satisfy your oath to him—”

“I am no idiot, but you are!” Orpheus exclaimed, laughing. “Fighting as a member of the crew of the Argo comes under the oath I have given to Jason. Marriage does not. Marriage would last far beyond the voyage, and I have sworn my faith only until Jason obtains the Golden Fleece. After that, I am free.” He grinned, but in the next moment grew serious. “But I do not wish to be free of you, ever.”

“Then why did you not try to make me change my mind? I refused marriage—but not you. Do you not remember I said you would be welcome to me any time?”

“I remembered it well enough, but you also said you would tell me when you had decided. Did you wish me to importune you?”

“Yes,” Eurydice replied snappishly. “Does not every woman?”

Orpheus stared at her. “How would I know? I am not a woman. And one does not importune a Greek woman one wishes to marry; one speaks to her father or her brother.”

“Holy Goddess,” Eurydice said in a small voice, “are you a virgin? I must tell you at once that I am not.”

“No I am not a virgin,” Orpheus said, looking down his nose. “And it is no affair of yours with whom I gained my experience. As to you, I guessed you were no innocent maiden, but you had already told me you did not ply the trade of whore—and I have seen your behavior among the men. It is not that of a whore. You are too bold, but never provocative. Well, not never. There was that time in the tent…”

“That was offered to you, in private.” She looked up at him, raised a hand to touch his cheek, stroke his neck. “What I feel for you, I feel for no other. I swear, I will offer what I offer you to no other while we are together. I will even marry you, gladly, but here in the east where the Gifted are sometimes made scapegoats, sometimes driven out, but rarely burned or mutilated, or bound and sacrificed to Hades.”

“But—” Orpheus had begun when Jason bellowed for Eurydice.

Their glances locked for a moment, then Eurydice turned to walk across the beach to Jason, Orpheus following. Both knew there was not time enough to finish their discussion and, indeed, that if they spoke further they would end up quarreling again.

While Eurydice had healed Polydeuces and talked to Orpheus, Jason had sent one boatload of men back to the Argo. “Will you be able to tell whether a party of armed men is forming in the town?” he asked her. He explained that when the boat returned for the second group, he had to decide whether to come near overloading it for one more trip or keep some men behind to make a third, more comfortable, passage. “But time is passing and the longer we are here the more likely an attack on us.”

“Even though you hold Amycus’ sons?” Orpheus asked.

Jason shrugged. “Do you know how dear they are to that madman? He sent them off with us without much argument, without even asking for assurances that I would not take them away with me. Is it possible that he does not believe I would kill them? In any case, it is better to be wary than sorry.”

“I think I could,” Eurydice replied slowly. “I have never done such a thing before. When I Find, it is usually an object or a person, but I think I could Find a group of armed men.”

“You do not seem very sure,” Jason said, his mouth again pursed as if against a sour taste.

I am not sure.” Eurydice’s exasperation showed in her voice. “I do not promise what I am not certain I can perform.”

It was not a statement with which Jason could argue, but the wry twist of his mouth persisted. Eurydice said no more, partly because she did not trust her voice to conceal her amusement. Every time she displayed less power than he desired, Jason looked as if he had bitten into unripened fruit, but that was all to the good as far as she was concerned.

“How is Polydeuces?” he asked then.

“Perfectly well.” Mischievously, Eurydice could not help further demeaning her ability by adding, “But my Healing was hardly needed. All I have done was make him more comfortable in a shorter time.”

“Well, it is a benefit that you can do that,” Jason said. His body was already half turned toward the sea, and his eyes had already left her and were on the boat coming toward the shore. The waiting men ran to pull it in, and Jason shifted his attention to Orpheus. “You and Polydeuces go with this group, Orpheus. I want to have Amycus’ opponent and his escaped victim out of his reach, if he sends men after us.”

“He will not care about me,” Orpheus said. “He called me a nothing. I would rather stay with Eurydice.”

“I will make sure Eurydice is safe,” Jason replied firmly. “Go tell Castor to wake Polydeuces.”

Like many of Jason’s cautious measures, this one turned out to be unnecessary, but no one complained because disaster could have followed carelessness. Eurydice never felt any grouping of swords or javelins or shields in the town. Farther away, probably at the palace, she was aware of a kind of swirling around of weapons, but even there, they never seemed to form together into the kind of tight pattern she imagined would be made by marching men. Whether she had sensed the movements of the men correctly, she would never know. No group came down the road to trouble them before the boat returned for its third load of passengers. When all were aboard, Jason thanked the hostages and told them they were free to return to their father. Eurydice thought both boys looked more disappointed than relieved.

Orpheus was at the ladder when Eurydice came aboard the Argo. He drew her toward her usual sheltered seat and said, “I love you. I cannot bear to be apart from you. If you will not give me the assurance that will set my heart at rest, I must take my chance on what the future will bring.”

“Orpheus—” Eurydice began softly, not knowing what she would say, only wanting to give him comfort.

“Orpheus!” Jason bellowed.

His head jerked up. The men were all seated, their oars poised. Eurydice realized that the first group to come aboard must have pulled up the sea anchor. Orpheus rushed to his place on the stern decking, beginning one of the many rowing songs. On the chorus, the oars dipped into the water and the ship began to move.

When they were around the headland and the sail had been raised, Eurydice came with her mending to sit beside Orpheus on the stern deck. She had had time to think and was extremely grateful to Jason for the interruption. It was almost certainly true that Orpheus did wish to marry her. She had been a fool to think that he would make such an offer to achieve some purpose of Jason’s—but that did not change the fact that had made her suspicious in the first place. Orpheus was extremely clever and quite good at manipulating people. Well, forewarned was forearmed. She was not stupid herself.

She smiled at him before looking down at her mending and saying, “Do not look so troubled, love. We have plenty of time before we need to decide whether to part. I have told you already that I look forward to being importuned. It will be days before we reach Salmydessus and perhaps weeks or months before we reach Colchis. You will have all that time to make me change my mind.” And, she added silently, I will have all that time to change yours.

 


Chapter Fourteen

 

Actually Eurydice’s guess that it would take them “days to find Salmydessus” was barely correct. They came to the city much sooner than anyone expected. Despite the merchant’s warning of the difficulties they might have, they discovered the passage into the great sea that very evening. The westering sun showed what seemed to be a deep, narrow bay, but Ankaios felt the water to flow differently into that bay, as if there were no barrier of land beyond. Lynkeus was sure he could see the glint of sunlight on water far past where so narrow a bay should end. The wind was right, blowing from the west, so Tiphys tilted the steering oar and the ship turned into the mouth of the opening.

Every man was at his oar except the two who would furl the sail at the first hint of the passage narrowing or being blocked. Lynkeus and Jason leaned forward intensely scanning the passage on each side of the tall, curved prow with its great, bright eyes. Ankaios alternately closed his eyes to feel the ship’s movement and stared down into the water that flowed past the hull. On they sailed and on, Tiphys nervously scanning right to left, left to right, to judge the width of the passage ahead. Indeed, everyone was watching the walls of land to right and left, ready to call a warning if those walls seemed to be closing in. The sun fell lower and lower.

Tiphys began to mutter under his breath about pulling in closer to one shore or the other and dropping anchor before it grew dark, but he did not call out that suggestion to Jason. From the color of the sky, all knew the sun was still up, although the walls of the passage through which they sailed blocked its beams. Still, it was light enough to see well. The men now added their power at the oars to the power of the wind in the sail. The ship surged forward, but the passage went on unchanged. And then, just as the whole sky behind them lit up in a gorgeous curtain of red and gold, the walls to north and south fell away and before them was an ocean of dark, dark water.

“Port!” Jason shouted.

Tiphys called an acknowledgement, although he did not shift the steering oar until they were far enough out from the unknown shore to avoid any danger from hidden rocks. Every eye now strained toward the land seeking the hint of a safe place to beach the ship, but all soon acknowledged that finding a suitable cove would be impossible. The western shore was deep in shadow and the strange, dark seawater reflected little light.

As long as they could see well enough to mark the change in color of the water caused by shallows and the white spume that betrayed the presence of rocks, they sailed slowly north under a half-furled sail. When Jason felt he and Lynkeus would not be able to discern the presence of such dangers any longer, they dropped the sea anchor. Torches were lit, and in their uncertain glare, Eurydice and two of the younger sailors prepared a cold dinner, set it up on the gangway, and let the crew, who were all milling around in high spirits, serve themselves. Polydeuces’ victory over Amycus, the rescue of Orpheus, and the successful navigation of the Thracicus passage into the black sea all contributed to the men’s euphoria. Nonetheless, all complained—most jocularly—about the food.

To Eurydice, the sticks of dried meat, cheese, bread, dried fruit, and watered wine were more savoury than the nectar and ambrosia said to be food of the gods. For one thing, she was starving. She had barely been able to choke down her breakfast that day and had missed the noon meal entirely. For another, everything was spiced to perfection by the way Orpheus smiled at her and followed her with his eyes. When she had gathered up her own dinner, and he had taken his, they sat together in the corner of the stern deck that they had made their own, leaning toward each other just enough to touch now and again. From time to time, Eurydice popped bits of cheese flavored with thin slivers of dried meat into his mouth.

“Stop that,” he said, after he had chewed and swallowed the third bit.

“Why?” She smiled at him. “You seemed to be enjoying it.” On the last bite offered, he had caught the very tips of her fingers with his lips and tickled them with his tongue.

“I am,” he replied, “but later I will feel quite differently. Love play is most delightful when it ends in making love. When it ends in sleeping too close in the presence of too many men who have not had a woman to lie within the last few days, it ends in great discomfort.”

“I am sure we could—” Eurydice began, then shook her head and sighed.

She had been about to tease Orpheus about his lack of enterprise and suggest that they could find a place among the stores under the deck, but she realized that the very last thing she wanted was to make love to Orpheus for the first time under those conditions.

“You are quite right, dear heart,” she went on with a rueful chuckle. “We have waited so long already that a few hours more are endurable, but I do hope we will find a suitable landing place tomorrow.”

Oddly enough acknowledging their forced abstinence did not increase their frustration. The declaration of intent gave each a kind of comfort and made it possible for them to spend the evening in an exchange of nonsensual tenderness. Smiling and excusing himself from her invitation to importune her, Orpheus spoke of his home, describing the neat village and the kind people in more detail. Eurydice listened, half longing for a warm settled life among those she could trust and half knowing that, wife of Orpheus or not, she would still be a foreign witch, still be the first to be blamed for any misfortune, and the first to be made scapegoat when one was needed. But she did not argue with him—there would be time enough for that, time to show him that a home could be anywhere the beloved lived. She would hold on to this happiness while she had it, and she slept soundly, safe in his arms all night.

How long they could have retained their contentment before physical need disrupted it neither wished to guess. Their ability was not put to the test because the very next day they found Salmydessus. Before they reached the city, they passed two lesser places. Some argument arose about whether to put in, a few of the men claiming that the merchant who had described Salmydessus could have been exaggerating the size and wealth of the city. In the end, both were passed because they lacked the great double river mouth beyond which Salmydessus lay.

From the moment Lynkeus cried out that he saw the city and the others saw it also, no one doubted its identity. There, just as the merchant said was the white palace on the highest land between the two rivers that flowed into the sea. Ships were anchored in the huge mouth and along the shore of each river where they separated; more ships were tied up to piers. And, just as in Kyzikos, there seemed to be no suspicion of them as they sailed closer. Even when they could see the buildings across the land between the rivers and then the busy, brightly garbed people moving on the streets, no challenge was flung at them.

The sail was furled, the anchor dropped, the boat drawn out and set into the water. Jason and ten men climbed down into it. As he passed Eurydice on the stern deck, Jason said, “Stay aboard.” Then he looked at Orpheus and added, “Both of you. Any more help from either, and we might all be dead.”

He returned before dark in a much better mood. Salmydessus, like Kyzikos, was wide open to trade and strangers were welcome—although apparently not so hungrily sought out as in the latter city. Docking at the pier was available for outlanders as well as local people. It was not inexpensive, but from his examination of the other ships that were docked, it was safe and convenient. A brief discussion among the crew confirmed what was clearly Jason’s preference for docking, which would permit the men to wander about in the city and find some entertainment or private chances for trade.

Eurydice had, of course, said nothing. She had contributed nothing to the voyage and had no right to name her preference if she was not asked. Orpheus, however, had been among the first to speak for docking. Despite the fact that it was what he had decided would be best, Jason gave him a jaundiced look, and after the ship had been warped to the pier, and the watches set, he came back and asked if Orpheus was planning to take Eurydice ashore.

“Yes, of course,” Orpheus replied and then smiled. “I will make sure she is safe and busy.”

“You!” Jason exclaimed. “You cannot even keep yourself safe. I would prefer that you both remain aboard.”

“No.”

The flat statement brooked no argument—except violence. Eurydice’s breath drew in.

“What do you mean, ‘no’?” Jason’s eyes narrowed.

“Eurydice and I have some unfinished business that requires a decent privacy,” Orpheus said.

For a long moment Jason stared at him, then he said sharply, “You took an oath to obey me.”

“I did no such thing,” Orpheus rejoined with his usual calm. “I took an oath to help you obtain the golden fleece. My going ashore with Eurydice can have no effect on that purpose.”

“No? What if she decides she likes Salmydessus, as she liked Kyzikos, and takes it into her head to remain here?”

Orpheus blinked. “That is nothing to do with you or with me. Eurydice was no part of the ship’s supplies nor a member of the crew when we started. She took no oath. She has paid for her passage, as she said she would, with the name of a man who could direct us to Colchis. We are here in Phineus’ city. Surely she must be free to stay or to leave as best pleases her.”

Jason’s nostrils flared and Eurydice stepped forward hastily and said, “I do not intend to remain in Salmydessus. I only looked for a place in Kyzikos because Orpheus had gone off to fight with you. If he had been killed, I would not have wished to continue the voyage. If Orpheus goes to Colchis, I will go too.”

Jason again looked as if he had bitten something sour, but all he said was “And will you swear to that?”

Orpheus gripped Eurydice’s arm warningly, but she smiled at him and said to Jason, “That I will go to Colchis if Orpheus goes to Colchis? Yes, I will swear to that.”

Jason snorted impatiently. “I do not even know by what gods you hold. And a woman’s swearing…” He snorted again, then turned away and went down onto the dock.

“He will hold you to it nonetheless,” Orpheus said, frowning.

Eurydice laughed. “I would not have said it if I did not intend it. It is not Jason holding me to my word that will draw me on to Colchis.”

Orpheus’ arm slid around her waist, and he drew her to him. “Those are sweet words, Eurydice. And, if you will follow me to Colchis, do I dare hope you will follow me farther? No, do not answer me. Let me believe what I wish to believe.” He squeezed her gently and then released her, asking, “Do you not want to change your dress before we go ashore?”

“You need not be so delicate,” she said. “I know quite well that if we go ashore in what we are wearing now we will not be welcome in any except an inn that services bawds. You did say decent privacy.”

The words came out smoothly enough, but Eurydice could feel color rise in her face. She felt awkward and unhappy as she stepped under the decking and sought out her parcel of clothing. She put aside the leather-wrapped red dress at once. That was for a grand event… The words “grand event” echoed in her head and she shivered slightly. Most of the couplings she had experienced had been as far from that as possible—a horrible thing to be endured. A few had been…almost pleasant, well, not unpleasant. It was true that she had never wanted to see most of the men again, but even those she had found endurable seemed not to have been much better pleased than she. None tried to seek her out for another meeting.

She shivered again as she shook out one of the long, open-sleeved, embroidered tunics she had bought with her own earnings in Kyzikos. Somehow she needed the reminder of her independence—not that she feared to be abandoned, but if Orpheus found her unsatisfying or she found him unendurable…

Even as the thought came into her mind, she recalled that meeting in the tent in the marketplace. The moment he had touched her she had been ravished, barely aware of where they were. The sensations of her body had been doubled and redoubled by what she felt from his response. She reached for the memory of the sensation and found…nothing. Blocking the warmth, the tingling, the waves of indescribable excitement were the crude mechanics surrounding any act. The need to choose a gown, to walk from inn to inn, possibly being rejected in some and finding others filthy and pest ridden. Then to go up to the chamber with just that act in mind. Eurydice shivered again.

No doubt Orpheus would find the prospect enticing. He would be more and more stimulated by the difficulties. She blinked back tears and hurriedly pulled off her clothes and replaced them with those she had chosen. She was committed. It was impossible now to say that she had changed her mind, not after all the little seductive hints and motions she had made, after swearing to Jason that she would follow Orpheus to Colchis—and Orpheus had tried to warn her! The memory of that warning clutch on her arm, his frown of concern, loosened the tight, cold knot in her belly. Orpheus was kind and good. She would explain that to a woman—at least, to her—a coldly planned coupling was repugnant.

It was a good idea, but the words would not come. Orpheus was so pleased, so excited, his eyes bright, his smile glittering as he hurried her down onto the dock and drew her with him to the broad street that led deeper into the town. She simply could not tell him that she did not want him now. She could not even hold back by dragging at the arm he had drawn into his own. However, once they were past the area clearly devoted to merchants’ storehouses and chandlers’ shops, Orpheus moderated his pace and when the road broadened into a small square, he went round it, looking into the shops and into the doorways of the inns.

Involuntarily, Eurydice stiffened when he came to the first doorway that was clearly a hostel for strangers. Orpheus looked down at her at once and murmured, “You do not like it? Are we too near the ship, do you think?”

About to say “yes,” to say anything that would delay his choice, Eurydice bit back the words. In fact, considering what had happened in other places they had stopped, it would be very foolhardy to go too far from their friends or to hide themselves. More important, she would be a fool to delay. She would feel worse and worse with each place they examined, she knew. Far better to get it over with as soon as possible.

“No,” she said. “I think it safer to be close to the Argo. I do not particularly dislike this place…”

“Well, I do,” Orpheus said with a grin. “It is far too noisy. Let us look at the others.”

There were two more inns on the square: the second was noisier than the first and the third, which was quiet but much smaller, did not have a room for them. The landlord, seemingly somewhat puzzled by the contradiction between their decent, even fine, garments and the cithara case on Orpheus’ back, asked if Orpheus expected to sing for his rent.

“No, indeed,” Orpheus replied, smiling. “I have something much more important to do with the short time I will have in your fine city. I will pay in good metal.”

Eurydice could only be grateful that Orpheus was no longer touching her because she was shaken by an involuntary shudder at his words. She turned away toward the door, half sorry and half grateful for the escape—but she had moved too soon.

“In that case,” the landlord said, “my wife’s sister, whose house is just on the other side of my courtyard, has a free room. She does not serve food or drink, but it is only across the courtyard to my serving room.”

“Eurydice?” Orpheus asked. He hesitated as he saw that she had taken a step toward the door and asked tentatively, “Would you be content with that arrangement? It will be quieter even than this place.”

She turned back at once. “Yes,” she said, knowing her voice sounded stifled, but ready to agree to anything that would end her suspense.

“Are you sure?” Orpheus asked, his smile gone.

“Yes. Yes. Let us go look at the place. I cannot say more before I see it.”

“We can look farther, Eurydice,” Orpheus said uncertainly.

Eurydice did not answer, however. She had gestured to the landlord and was following him down the passage that opened onto the courtyard which held the well and the stables and storage sheds. One small house opened onto the courtyard also, and the landlord knocked on the door. It was opened promptly by an older woman, still upright, in a faded, but clean gown. She nodded to what the man said and stepped aside, gesturing for Eurydice and Orpheus to enter.

“It is above,” she said, pointing to the ladder that went up not far from the door to an opening above.

“Not a loft,” Orpheus said, “thank you. I thought the landlord said you had a room.”

“So I do. Go up and see.”

“Why not?” Eurydice said, and climbed up to find herself on a tiny landing facing a surprisingly well-made door.

Opened, the door revealed a neat room, with a low bed broad enough for two, a small table with two stools, and a chest just under the half window. It was cleaner than Eurydice expected, and when she peeped out the window she saw a little garden with a small budding fruit tree and well-marked beds showing well-started plants. Eurydice went back to the door and called down to Orpheus to come up.

“No need,” he called back. “If you are content, I will be also. I will give the woman the price of tonight’s lodging and then we can go out and look around the town a little.”

The words washed away Eurydice’s distaste as a rain shower sluices off dust on a hot summer day. In fact, they relieved her mind so much that her body came all alive, warmth across her loins and the skin prickling on her arms and shoulders. She hesitated before closing the door, wondering whether she should insist that Orpheus come up on some pretense so that they could play at once the game she had, a moment ago, feared she would not find amusing. Even as her lips parted to call, she knew it would not work. There would be the woman down below. With her mind’s eye, Eurydice could see the smirk that would appear on the woman’s lips and the way her head would cock sideways, listening. She closed the door at once and climbed down briskly.

Nonetheless her lightness of spirit persisted, and Orpheus perceived it. As she turned and walked toward him, the faint frown on his forehead smoothed away and his eyes lit. He said nothing, however, until they were out of the house, through the inn’s courtyard, and out on the street. Then he grinned from ear to ear.

“I am delighted that you found the room suitable,” he said. “While we were looking at the inns, I began to think you had been lying to me and were not willing.”

Eurydice laughed. “I was not willing to be dragged to the first bed available, no matter its condition, and hurried into coupling like a drab, but you seemed so eager—I did not wish to pour cold water on your pleasure.” She looked up and this time it was she who slipped her arm into his. “I should have known better.”

Orpheus choked. “You give me too much credit. I did not come up because you did—pour cold water on my eagerness, I mean.” He gave in and laughed heartily. “I would have done just as you thought, dragged you up to bed the moment I found one I could bear to lie down on, except that I knew something was wrong,” He sobered, drew her closer, and she felt him shudder. “I feared the worst, you know, that you never wanted me but got caught up in your clever teasings and promises and swearings.” He drew a breath and smiled again. “What changed your mind?”

“Thank my Goddess that I have not the power to read thoughts.” Eurydice laughed again. “You said we would go and look around the town after I said the room would do. I thought it was your tender sensibility, that you were so refined in your ways that you would not leap upon me like a bull in rut. So much for your delicate nature and my fine perceptions.”

They chuckled in chorus, but neither had any inclination to turn back. Both were aware of a delightful sense of anticipation that made the colors around them brighter, the sunshine more golden, and heightened all their physical sensations. They walked on up a broad avenue, which a merchant in the square told them would lead to the palace and to other marketplaces, and found a cookshop that was clean and quiet. The food was good, and the mood that held them made it superb.

In the marketplace, Orpheus would have bought for Eurydice anything on which she laid her eyes, but she resisted everything except a broad shard of very thin rock with one surface so smooth and bright that it reflected her image with a clarity she could hardly believe. The price was high, but the merchant included a padded leather pouch with outer pockets for a comb and brush, and it was somehow right that Orpheus should give her one precious gift on this day. In a stall farther around the square, a leather strap, exquisitely worked on top, set with silver and semiprecious stones, and with a soft padded underside caught Eurydice’s eye. She sent Orpheus to get her a cup of wine and bargained ruthlessly—telling the merchant that if she could not buy and pack it away before her lover returned, she would not buy at all. The strap was in the outer pocket of the pouch when Orpheus came back, and she drank the wine as if she had been dying of thirst. It was right, too, that she should give Orpheus a token to mark this day.

When they went back to return the cup Orpheus had borrowed Eurydice said, “I am not sure we should go any farther. If Jason should choose to return to the docks by this street, he would not be pleased to see us so far from the ship.” She looked up at Orpheus and smiled. “Let us go back to our room.”

He did not reply, only drew her closer and started back toward the avenue from which they had entered the square. But he did not hurry her along, seeming well satisfied to linger when Eurydice was attracted by a stall that sold herbs used mostly in spellcasting. She glanced apologetically at him when she decided to buy, but the stall had calcedonium and sinerip, which were not common and were the best help for breaking spells; she felt sorry to make Orpheus wait again, but she was not so apologetic as to give the merchant his elevated price.

By the time she had stowed her packets away, Eurydice was almost sorry she had stopped. It was not that she had lost her anticipation—in fact, for some odd reason her energetic argument about price had stimulated her desire—but she was afraid Orpheus’ doubts had been renewed. His expression told her nothing, but she was learning that he wore a pleasant mask by performer’s habit and his face rarely showed his true emotions. And then she saw the long shadows preceding them down the avenue and smiled. Now they would arrive at the room just about sunset, and the woman who let it to them would find nothing to smirk at in their behavior. She took Orpheus’ hand and tugged him forward a little faster—and he did not hold back.

When they reached the house in the inn courtyard, the door was open and the woman busy about some task near one of the sheds. Orpheus and Eurydice slipped in and climbed the ladder giggling like naughty children. The door to the room was closed as Eurydice had left it, and Orpheus stood for a moment in appreciative silence when he opened it. Then he stood aside and waved Eurydice ahead.

“Very nice,” Orpheus murmured, following her in and closing the door behind him.

“Much nicer than an inn, I think,” Eurydice agreed, looking around the room with a pleasure she had not been able to feel when she first saw it.

Orpheus laughed softly. “It was not the room I was looking at.”

He leaned forward and kissed her neck—and the cithara slipped off his back and thwacked her on the hip. Eurydice jerked away. Orpheus hooked his fingers under the strap and pulled it off with such vehemence that Eurydice caught his hand. If he damaged the instrument in this moment of passion, he would never be able to forget it, and the bitter memory would forever be tangled up with the sweet. She took the cithara and laid it carefully on the small table with the leather pouch that held her mirror. His cloak was off by the time she turned back and the laces on his tunic undone. Eurydice slipped her hands under the sleeveless garment and loosened his shirt while he pulled the tunic over his head. He shivered, but not with cold, pulled the shirt off too, and stood naked in magnificent readiness. Eurydice looked him up and down, pulled the pin from her cloak, dropped it on the floor, and smiled.

Slowly she raised her hands to untie her sleeves—one tie, then one on the other side, another, and another on the other side. “It will go quicker if you help,” she murmured.

“I am in no hurry at all,” Orpheus replied, his lips half smiling, his eyes fixed on her smooth brown shoulders from which, when the next tie was undone, it was clear the gown would slide down and expose her breast.

Her hands began to shake on the next pair, however, and Orpheus had mercy. He came closer and kissed the bared flesh while he undid the remainder of the ties. Eurydice had not been idle while he was engaged in that task. She had untied her girdle so that her gown slipped to the floor. Orpheus stepped back and gazed at her.

“Now I am sorry that my art is music rather than sculpture,” he said. “Had I the other skill, I could keep you thus forever for my pleasure.”

Eurydice laughed. “Models of naked ladies are very unsatisfactory. Naked men, however—

“What a disgusting thought,” Orpheus exclaimed, grinning broadly. “That was not what I meant at all. And anyway, you are quite wrong. What good would a statue of me do you with my standing man hard against my belly as he is? Stone does not bend to suit a woman’s pleasure.”

“Ah well, I cannot complain that he stands at attention so hard, can I?” Eurydice put out a hand and gently circled Orpheus’ shaft. “And it is warm and smooth. You are right, I would not care for a rough stone statue…”

Orpheus had stiffened when she touched him and closed his eyes. For a moment he let her handle him, then with a low groan, he seized her by the buttocks and drew her hard against him. The move took her by surprise, and her hand on his shaft was imprisoned between them. He gasped and relaxed his grip just long enough for her to pull her hand tree and raise both arms to encircle his neck. He lifted and she pulled herself up along his body, but the standing man had jumped hard upright again as soon as her hand released him. Her belly slid up along its length, but not high enough for the shaft to find its sheath. Groaning again, Orpheus let her down so he could seek a better grip and lift her higher.

“No,” Eurydice whispered. “Let us lie down.”

She was shaking with desire, but a touch of common sense had been restored to her by the pain caused by Orpheus’ powerful fingers digging into her flesh and the loss of control she had felt when her feet left the floor. The soft words made him hesitate, but from the glazed look in his eyes and the way his hands moved, he had heard no more than sounds or was so fixed on the quickest satisfaction of his need that he did not understand. Eurydice had to force one of her arms between them the moment her toes touched the ground. She pressed down until her fingers touched the bared red head and she tickled it gently.

Orpheus arched his back and his grip on her weakened. She slid her hand down, then up again, circling the red tip. He gasped and cried out softly, his hands moving distractedly, but she leaned away, so she could work her hand up and down, pressing her thumb against the little pulsating mouth and releasing it. His voice, piercingly sweet, began to rise, and Eurydice used her other hand to draw his head down toward her so she could dam his lips with hers.

To her amazement, Eurydice found herself as excited as her partner. The lips of her nether mouth were swollen and dripping and behind them was a void that ached to be filled. Desperately, she pushed Orpheus backward. She no longer cared whether they fell to the floor or found the bed, but Orpheus was not so completely lost in his body’s sensations as to lose his balance. He staggered back until the bed caught him behind the knees and then he let himself fall. Frantically, Eurydice wriggled up his body and impaled herself.

Intense relief at having her aching void filled was almost instantly replaced with a piercing pleasure that was almost pain. Orpheus groaned as if he were the one that had been stabbed and bucked against her. Eurydice wailed. Orpheus bucked again, gasping with effort, his hands on her hips encouraging her to move with him. Eurydice slid up, plunged down, then again, faster, hardly aware of Orpheus’ moans and ecstatic cries, sobbing and crying herself as the pain/pleasure grew more and more intense until she was overwhelmed and fell forward against her lover.

She was not allowed to rest in peace. “Move!” Orpheus groaned, and she did heave up and slide down, almost fearfully at first because she did not think she could live through another climax. However, nothing more violent than a pleasant warmth and friction assaulted her senses and she began to plunge and wriggle with more enthusiasm and inventiveness. Not for long. Orpheus arched up toward her, again crying out so loudly that she muted him with her lips. A moment later he grasped her hips and held them tight against his own so she could not move.

“Enough,” he sighed. “You have taken all I have. There is no more in me.”

“Oh Goddess,” Eurydice breathed. “I never knew it could be like that.”

Orpheus sighed, possibly in agreement. Afterward, there was a brief, exhausted silence in which Orpheus and Eurydice just breathed. Then Eurydice reached a languid arm toward the top of the bed and drew as much of the blanket as she could over their still-linked bodies. Now that passion was spent, it was too cool to be naked. The movement was all she could manage, however, and she let her head drop to Orpheus’ shoulder. Eventually his shaft shrank and slipped out of her body, and she let herself slide off him, pulling the blanket with her so he was covered.

“For me also,” Orpheus muttered. “I thought my soul would leap out after my seed. Where did you learn that?”

“Mostly at the temple,” Eurydice answered drowsily. “Not with men, of course. The priestesses knew I was Gifted and were not training me for those rites, but we were all taught what to do to bind a man in case it should become necessary.” She turned her head, drew it back a little to where she could see Orpheus, and added, “It was necessary, not in the temple but after I left. The skill saved my life more than once—and I do not consider that to be whoring. But before you become jealous, let me say to you that no man with whom I coupled ever brought me to cry aloud in joy. No, not one ever brought me joy. I did not know what it was.” She closed her eyes and her breathing deepened. “I will never leave you,” she whispered, the words slurring more and more as she drifted off to sleep.

She did not sleep very long. First exhaustion carried her deep, but in a little while a sense of unease pursued her into her dreams, making her run wildly after a disappearing male figure and when she had finally caught up, having it disappear into a mocking mist as her hand caught the shoulder.

Even before she was fully awake, she realized she was alone in the bed and she jerked upright, cursing the trust and after-love languor that had tricked her into speaking the truth. She knew men did not easily accept the fact that there had been others in their lovers’ lives. She could have said that desire alone had instructed her knowing hands and lips.

At that moment she realized that the light in the room was from a lighted lamp, the wick burning bright and clean in good oil. A quick glance told her that Orpheus’ clothing was gone. Her heart sank again, but then she saw his cithara still lay on the table. He had not left her. Passion might make him forget the fragility of his instrument and let him cast it aside too roughly, but hurt and disappointment would never make him leave it behind. She got up, straightened the blanket, and got back into bed as she did not want to put her clothing on and imply she was ready to leave. If Orpheus was, he could tell her.

It was not long before she learned how ridiculous her fears had been. She heard steps on the ladder, a thump on the door, which then opened to show Orpheus with a skin of wine under his arm and a large platter of bread, cheese, fried shellfish of some kind, and cold meat in his hands. Eurydice leapt up to help him, moving the cithara out of the way and laughing at the heaped platter.

“Have you invited guests?” she asked, snatching up her cloak and pulling it around her.

“No, of course not, you silly woman,” he replied, laughing. “Are you not hungry? I am famished. All that exercise. Besides, I felt I would need to renew my strength.”

“Ah! Well, I will assist you in that laudable purpose,” she said, and popped one of the shellfish into his mouth. “It is a shame they did not have oysters,” she added thoughtfully.

“I do not need oysters,” Orpheus said indignantly. “In fact, I can scarcely decide whether to fill my mouth—or yours.”

“Perhaps we could do both,” Eurydice said blandly. “If you move the stool back from the table, I could sit down on you. Then you could fill your mouth and mine at the same time. You—” she had to stop, half alarmed, and yet wanting to laugh at the expression on Orpheus’ face.

“Woman!” he thundered. “I cannot decide whether you are trying to kill me—for if I did not choke on whatever I had in my mouth, I would surely fall off the stool and crack my head—or only trying to establish for all time that your place is on top.” He glared a moment longer, then grinned. “Let’s try it.”

“Oh, no,” she protested. “I had no idea my little plan could have such dire results. How do you think I would feel if you choked or fell off the stool just when I was climbing the ladder ready to fall off the roof. You would be dead and no longer care, but I—”

“But my being dead would not spoil your pleasure,” Orpheus said with great solemnity. “I have heard that men dead by sudden shock can stand erect for hours.”

“So?” Eurydice asked coldly. “And what about next time? What are a few hours when I expect to get a lifetime’s use out of you?”

Orpheus caught her in his arms, all the teasing gone from his face. “Do you? Ah, sweet beloved I cannot think of anything better to do with my life than give it to you.”

 


Chapter Fifteen

 

Later Eurydice apologized to Orpheus for laughing at him over the food and wine he had brought. Although they had eaten part of the generous supply after they made love the second time—and found it just as good, this time with Orpheus on top—there was enough with which to break their fast after a chance tangling of limbs woke them at first light the next morning. Not that either thought of the food then. Both knew they should rise at once, that Jason would be furious if he had missed the tide on their account. But a kiss and warm embrace led to more intimate strokings and to a slow, gentle lovemaking that was a defiance of the idea that Jason’s desires or any other thing on earth could be more important than their joined bodies.

Then, since both agreed they might as well be punished for stealing a sheep as for stealing a lamb, they sat down and finished what remained of the food and wine. Arriving at the ship well after the sun had risen, they found their defiance had been empty. Jason had not returned himself. Instead, Eurytos, one of their own men, had come back to say that Phineus was not in the palace and Jason had accepted an offer to guest there.

Orpheus went to seek Eurytos at once and ask whether a party should not return to the palace now that it was light to make sure Jason was not being held against his will.

Eurytos shook his head. “I think something is wrong in the palace,” he admitted, “but no ill will was directed against Jason. I am sure of that. I think Phineus is in trouble and his wife and chief advisor hope that Jason will be able to save him. I am not sure of this, for I was sent back before any more was said, other than the formal offer of guesting. Jason knew there would be strings attached, but if we want Phineus… And Jason has nine men with him, including Castor and Polydeuces.”

Like the rest of the crew, Orpheus had to accept Eurytos’ judgement. Since they were utter strangers, it was unlikely that any blood feud or other grievance against Jason could induce treachery in Phineus’ palace, and if ransom was desired, they would learn quickly enough. But Eurytos was proven right. Before any great anxiety could begin to build, Jason himself returned to the ship with the tale of the rat Eurytos had smelled.

Phineus was, indeed, in trouble. He was a Seer of some renown, having accepted blindness in exchange for the inner vision, but an incautious revelation about the doings of the gods had brought upon him a plague of creatures called harpies. They were winged beings, shaped as women above the waist, but as carrion birds below. Filthy and stinking, immune to magic, being magical creatures themselves, and virtually immune to physical attack because of their ability to fly and to pass through walls and closed doors, they fell upon Phineus each time he tried to eat or drink, despoiling or stealing the food and fouling everything and everyone in the area with urine and feces. They were dangerous as well as loathsome, for a venom in their claws caused painful wounds that would not heal. To save his family and people from this plague, Phineus had retreated to a lodge in the hills.

“So, when you said you needed information that Phineus had, his wife promised he would give it to you if you saved him from the harpies,” Orpheus said. “Very well, our armor will protect us pretty well from the claws. Hmmm. I wonder if I could distract them by singing.”

“No,” Jason snapped, adding caustically, “Whatever the harpies are, they are not song birds. What is more, I have learned my lesson. You are not going to sing a note to any king or near any king until we get to Colchis. This is a problem we must solve without music or magic.” On the last word, however, he frowned and looked enquiringly at Eurydice.

She shook her head. “I would be willing to try to break the spell, but I am certain such an effort would be a waste of time and of strength. Winged beings, the upper half human the lower birdlike…” She shook her head again. “To create or transform such is beyond the ability of any mage I know—certainly beyond mine. The gods are blamed or praised for much that they may have no part in, but the harpies must be their work.”

“And I doubt a little kitchen spell could make them believe their maws were full,” Jason said with a lift of his brow that made clear what he thought of such “little” spells.

“It might,” Eurydice retorted, smiling, “but if the tale you told us is correct, it would not matter. They would just befoul the food without eating it.” She recognized the barb in Jason’s remark, but did not care. Confident of Orpheus’ desire and sated as she was, Jason’s little barbs could not pierce her.

“Are there many?” Idmon asked. “If we could catch them in a net—” He stopped as Jason shook his head.

“There are only three, but they can come through the walls, through closed doors and windows. How could a net hold them?”

“Sticky!” Eurydice exclaimed. Everyone turned to stare at her as if she had grown another head. She laughed. “If the net were sticky, it might cling to them and they might drag it with them when they tried to escape. If men were holding the net, it is possible they might be stopped by the wall or window shutter or whatever the harpies passed through. Then others might go out and slaughter the creatures on the other side.” As she spoke, her expression of interested amusement changed and she frowned. “No. It might be too dangerous. The magical power might draw the men through with the harpies. Who knows where they might come out.”

Jason dismissed that warning with a flick of the hand. “You have leapt a step too far. I cannot believe such a scheme would work. If magic cannot keep the creatures from passing through the walls or doors, why should it permit the net to cling to them.”

“Not magic,” Eurydice stated. “I am sure whatever magic could do has been tried already. We must use pitch or that tree sap that sticks to flesh and cannot be wiped or washed away but must wear off.”

“So simple.” Jason stared at her. “Could anything so simple work?”

“Why not?” Orpheus sounded amused. “When so clearly a magical curse is sent, people do tend to try magical remedies, and when those fail, they become discouraged and say the curse cannot be lifted.”

“That is true,” Mopsus said with a laugh. “I was about to do just that—say we must seek another guide to Colchis. Instead, let us think of how one catches birds.”

“With bait and limed twigs,” a young man called Zetes said. “I have done it many times in the high meadows.”

Mopsus nodded. “But the bait—Phineus’ food—is already laid and recognized. Now if that food were changed, say, a rounded heap of the tree resin on a platter made to look like a jelly, it might well deceive the harpies. I doubt it would be heavy enough to hold down one of them, but it could immobilize a set of claws.”

Jason was smiling. “Hmm, yes. Idaia, Phineus’ wife, said they fly up and rain down foul matter when armed men approach them, so they must be subject to physical attack. A double hand of dishes of the sap, each covered with a layer of something, to look like a haunch of meat or a roasted bird, could be prepared—provided we could find enough tree sap. Possibly, we could even fix the dishes to the table in some way.”

“It does not have to be tree sap. Any other substance that was equally sticky would do,” Castor said. “Polydeuces and I will go around the chandlers’ shops and ask what they have.”

“Do not say you plan to use it on the harpies that are tormenting Phineus,” Jason cautioned.

“Then for what could we want so much sticky stuff?” Castor began.

Polydeuces hit him in the head. “For a jest, perhaps. We will think of something. Do you want half the population out at Phineus’ lodge before us trying to catch the harpies? Once the idea is broached, others may like it as well as we do and hurry to try to win the king’s favor.”

“And we,” a young oarsman with his arm over Zetes’ shoulder said, “can go along the docks and ask if anyone knows of or has a cargo that could be used to bind…ah…pieces of wood together.”

“Better say parchment, that is closer to skin,” Idmon suggested.

Once the idea of using physical means had sunk in, many other devices were devised, and in no long time the crew had dispersed to seek among the shops and the docked ships for the diverse supplies they would need. By sunset, they had the makings of a variety of traps and Jason had to choose whom he would take and who would remain behind to guard the ship. Although everyone wanted to go—partly for the adventure and partly because it was likely those involved in his rescue would be well rewarded by Phineus—those ordered to remain with the ship would not be much put out. They would be spared the danger, not that any cared for that. Jason would see that they received some share of any reward Phineus distributed. And furthermore, when they were not on watch, there would be the delights of wine and women and other sport to be had in Salmydessus, a port accustomed to servicing sailors from far places.

Orpheus was the first to be relegated to remaining with the ship. He did not, to Eurydice’s pleasure, seem to object in the least, until Jason seemingly as an afterthought, said that Eurydice might as well come with the rescue party to Heal the nasty wounds that might be inflicted.

“No,” Orpheus said. “Or, at least, if she goes, I go, too. I will stay away from Phineus and not sing a note, if that is your order, but Eurydice is my woman and will not go into danger without me to protect her.”

“She will not be going into danger,” Jason growled. “And she will have half the crew to protect her. Did you think I would send her to attack the harpies?” But before Orpheus could answer, he went on, “Never mind. Let her stay here. From what Idaia said, unless they actually rip out a man’s throat or stick a claw through his eye into his brain, the wounds the harpies deal are not fatal. Eurydice could not Heal a mortal wound, and she can deal with any less serious when we return.”

Eurydice did not care a pin whether she went or stayed. So long as Orpheus was with her, she would be content with any plan he approved. What made her warm with delight was his determination not to be parted from her. That pleasure was increased when Orpheus worked his way out of the group of men still surrounding Jason, drawing her with him.

“Would you be afraid to go back to the inn by yourself?” he asked in a murmur that barely reached her ears. “It is not yet dark, and I think you would be safe. See if you can rent the room we had last night.” He pressed some metal pieces into her hand. “Wait there for me. I will come as soon as I can.”

Eurydice was so thrilled by Orpheus’ care for her that she did not even feel like laughing when he asked if she would be afraid. She knew she was better able to defend herself than he was, but all she said, in an equally low voice and with a tender smile, was, “I am sure I will be safe, but what if the room is rented already?”

“Then rent it for two or three nights from the next day. The woman will let you wait in her house for me, I believe. Or perhaps we will find another place. If worse comes to worst, I can always take you back to the ship. It will not be so bad if we know that tomorrow we will have what we desire.”

They exchanged a brief kiss and, influenced by Orpheus’ secretive manner, Eurydice slipped quietly over the side to the dock and moved carefully through what shadow and shelter she could find until she was out of sight of the ship. As she hurried along, what thoughts she had were concerned with whether or not the room would be available. Mostly, she did not think at all, being wrapped in a mindless contentment. Only after she discovered the room was free and paid for that and the next night’s lodging, did she begin to wonder why Orpheus had been so furtive, and why he had not come with her. She decided finally that he wished to conceal either the consummation of their relationship or the place they were staying from the other men.

The notion contented her while she crossed the courtyard to the inn and ordered a meal, which she carried up to the room, expecting Orpheus at any moment. He did not come, however, and she began to rethink the reasons she had given herself for his sending her away. They seemed ridiculous on second thought, and the notion seized her that he wished to argue Jason into taking him along and did not want her to know. She ate her share of the meal then, appetite whetted by rage, and sat waiting. When it grew dark, she lit the lamp he had brought to the room the night before. More time passed. Eurydice removed her clothes, hung them from pegs on the wall she had not noticed on that first night, and got into bed—but she did not sleep.

“Well,” she said when Orpheus appeared, not long before midnight, “did you succeed in your purpose?”

“We both did, it seems,” he said, shedding the cithara and laying it on the table.

When he began to take off his tunic, Eurydice pushed herself upright. “Do not you dare!” she spat. “If you are going with Jason tomorrow, you are not welcome in my bed!”

“Going with Jason?” Orpheus paused with the tunic half off, then rid himself of it. “Of course I am not going with Jason. You heard him say so himself. Whatever gave you the idea that I was?”

Eurydice blinked. “Was that not why you sent me away? So that I would not interfere when you tried to convince him to take you?”

Orpheus laughed and finished undressing. “I sent you away because I did not want you to end up going with Jason.”

“I am not that devoted to Healing,” Eurydice said with raised brows. “I am drawn to a hurt that is near me, but not those several leagues away. Why should I go with Jason?”

“Because he gathered you up and carried you off.” Orpheus shrugged. “I do not say he would have done it, only that he yielded too quickly, too easily, when I opposed your going. Jason is not one tamely to yield what would suit his convenience. It made me uneasy, and rather than have bad feelings between us, I set you out of his reach.”

He came to the bed and Eurydice opened her arms to him. “Why are you so late?”

He smiled slowly. “When he sees me, he ‘knows’ you are not far. I let him see me until all were bedded down and asleep—then I left. Idmon was on guard. He knew you were long gone and did not stop me.”

“You forgot to blow out the lamp,” she said softly.

“Never mind. I like to see what I am doing,” he murmured between pressing his lips to her neck and the cleft between her breasts, and finally to the rose-brown nipples.

* * *

That was the beginning of another overactive night, which Orpheus commented on when they woke, sluggishly late, the following morning. “I am not,” he protested, groaning as he stretched, “a satyr. I swear to you that before we met, I scarcely coupled once a month, and certainly not three times a night, two nights running.”

“Well, my case is stranger than yours, because before we lay together, I loathed coupling. I found it ugly and disgusting—and it was not always the fault of the men. Some tried to please me, I think.” She rubbed a breast gently. “Orpheus, I am sore all over, and I cannot think how it happened. I do not remember you hurting me.”

“I will kiss the places that hurt and make them well,” Orpheus said, his voice all milk and honey as he turned toward her.

“Oh no, you will not!” Eurydice laughed and slipped out of bed. “If you start that, I will end up more sore than before, and I might not be able to get up at all.”

“Nor I,” he confessed, chuckling. “In fact, I am not sure I can get up now. But since you are already starting to dress, will you not go over to the inn and get us breakfast. I think the smell of food will give me new strength.”

She laughed again but was hungry enough to go gladly, taking with her the empty dishes—again emptied in the middle of the night because Orpheus had eaten aboard the Argo and not touched what Eurydice had left for him, until they had both worked up a new appetite. She was prepared to scold Orpheus if she found him asleep, but he was dressed and wearing the cithara when she returned. Over the meal they discussed what to do, since Orpheus was not on duty until sunset, and agreed easily on exploring the city.

Before they left the house, Orpheus told the woman that they would not sleep there that night but wished to take the room for the night after. When Eurydice scolded him for extravagance, saying the Argo might be gone by then, he smiled sensuously and said the chance they could be together was worth any price, and they would have ended up in bed again had the woman not been with them. Both were truly sated, however, and the urge passed as soon as they were out on the street.

They found the city fascinating, full of goods they had never seen before, all decorated with strange designs. Those items all came from the east, they were told, and they looked at each other and smiled, delighted with the notion that they would see those places. They made a few purchases, too. Eurydice found some exquisitely carved amulets that had lost their spells of love and were thus inexpensive, and Orpheus was attracted by several plectrums of material he did not recognize, and by gut and hair strings of fine making.

The purchases seemed almost like gifts to them, for both made more in accidental employment of their arts than they paid for the items. Eurydice, having fallen into conversation with the woman who sold her the spent amulets, mentioned she could Find and was approached as she left the stall by a man who had lost a pouch containing a valuable tablet of trading records. She Saw it as soon as he mentioned it, fallen to the floor of the place where he had dined and kicked, she assumed, under a bench near the wall. They went with him, and the tablet was discovered lying where Eurydice said. The merchant then pressed metal into Eurydice’s hand and bade the innkeeper to give them, on his account, any dinner they desired.

Having eaten of the best, they were about to leave when a large party celebrating the successful return of a venture ship came in. One man saw the cithara case on Orpheus’ back and offered to pay him for a song or two to gladden their meal. Orpheus exchanged a glance with Eurydice, who was greatly amused at the idea of the voice that spellbound kings being lifted in a tavern.

“Why not?” Orpheus said, and uncased the cithara.

He sang of the beauty of ships, of the dolphins that play in the deep, of the dangers of voyage and the joy of homecoming. After the first few notes, the celebrating party fell silent; the inn fell silent. No one lifted a bite to his mouth, no one drank from his cup. Even the innkeeper stood with suspended pitcher, no cup of wine being poured. When the song was done, the silence remained for a long moment before the whole place burst into an uproar.

Copper flew through the air, and silver too, landing on the case of the cithara on Orpheus’ table and on the floor near him. Eurydice hurried to pick up the pieces. In a way, they were more useful than the heavy gold with which Kyzikos had rewarded him. The gold was so valuable that one would have either to break it up into small pieces or find a buyer rich enough to purchase the whole piece. In either case, part of the value of the piece would be lost in the exchange for trade metal. The copper and silver offered by these more humble listeners could be used directly.

The cacophony of praise and pleas for more songs died as Orpheus stood and held out a hand, palm upright to quell the noise. “I hope I have given pleasure,” he said, “but all of you have other affairs, and I must soon be elsewhere.”

Eurydice had taken the cithara from Orpheus’ hands and pushed it into its case as soon as he stood up, implying he would sing no more. She had been greatly amused by the rapt attention, pleased by the generous rewards from folk who could afford a silver piece far less than Kyzikos could afford the gold he had given. The passionate pleas for more music, however, alarmed her and she began to suck in Power from the emotions, from the air, and from the earthen floor. Bending over the cithara, her body hid her gesturing fingers; the low murmur of her voice was lost in the shouting of the crowd. That stilled when Orpheus stood and raised his hand. They listened while he spoke, but when he reached for the strap of the cithara, one man cried, “No!” and Eurydice raised her clenched hands, opened them, and flung the invisible contents broadcast around the room. Everyone froze.

“Thialuo,” she whispered, touching Orpheus’ arm.

He opened his mouth to answer the man who had cried “No” but never spoke, having taken in the utter stillness around him. Open mouthed, he stared around, but Eurydice gave him no time for a careful examination, pulling him insistently toward the door.

“What did you do to them?” Orpheus muttered, horrified.

“I froze them. Hurry.”

“No,” Orpheus cried, at last resisting her pull. “You must free them as you freed me. You cannot—”

“I do not need to free them,” Eurydice snarled, swinging around behind him and pushing him violently, so that he stumbled out of the door. “The spell will not hold them long, why do you think I was telling you to hurry, you fool!” She glanced back. “Some are moving already. Hurry.”

Orpheus allowed her to pull him down the street and then into the nearest cross lane. There he stopped. “Where are we going? If that spell does no harm, why are you in such a hurry to be gone?”

“So that no one will come after you.” She shivered a little. “You are so wrapt in your singing, almost as enchanted as those to whom you sing. I love your music also, but I am partly protected, and I was watching the faces in that crowd. None have ever heard anything like you before. Some, I think, would have used violence to keep you from going, to make you sing again, and again.”

He shrugged and began to walk down the cross lane again. “I have dealt with too much interest before,” he said, then, suddenly, he chuckled. “But I must admit that yours is the best and quickest way… Are you sure no one can be hurt by the spell?”

“Of course I am sure. Do you think I wanted a hue and cry around the city for an evil sorcerer? Likely they would have blamed you too, since you gave them pleasure and then disappointed them when they wanted more. In the temple the priestesses used to argue whether the spell was beneficent rather than neutral, since it adds the time one was ensorcelled to the end of one’s life.”

“You mean those people will live longer by whatever time they spent frozen?”

“So the priestesses believed.” Eurydice giggled. “They decided, finally, that the spell could not be considered beneficent—first, because it exchanged time at an earlier part of life for time at the end when one was aged and might be ill or in pain and, second, because one was not conscious during the time one was frozen so that one did not really gain any time.” She grinned. “They did talk!”

Orpheus stopped so suddenly that Eurydice passed him and had to turn around. “You mean no one in the inn will remember anything after I lifted my hand and said I must soon be elsewhere?”

“No. Is that important?”

“Do you not realize that to their senses, I will have said I must go elsewhere—and then disappeared?”

“Are you afraid they will think you Gifted and hunt you?” Eurydice asked faintly.

“No, of course not.” Orpheus began to laugh. “Doubtless they are already telling each other that I am a god. I have had it happen to me before. How they will excuse the very substantial noon meal I ate, I have no idea. But I doubt anyone will try to look for me.”

“But Orpheus,” Eurydice said, wide eyed. “If they describe you, we will either have people chasing us or running away. We might just as well go back to the ship at once.”

“Oh, no.” He laughed again. “How do you describe a god? I will have become taller, blonder, more beautiful. My face will shine so that they could hardly make out my features—they have to say that because no one bothers to look at a minstrel closely enough to describe him. I will have become in every way so much grander than I am that no one will look twice at the real Orpheus.”

“Except for the cithara.” Eurydice frowned, then nodded briskly. “Well, I can fix that. I will put the look-past-me spell on it and no one will notice it.”

Orpheus stared at her. “Look-past-me spell? That is a kind of invisibility, is it not? That is great magic. You are a much more powerful witch than you led us to believe, are you not?”

She shrugged, cursing herself for forgetting, because she loved him, that even Orpheus would distrust a powerful witch. She hid a shiver and said, in a voice she tried to make indifferent, “The look-past-me is not a great spell nor anywhere nearly as difficult as invisibility. To become invisible, one must bend and mirror light—no, that is beyond my skill, very difficult. Look-past-me is only a simple aversion spell. But Jason would have thought as you do.”

“I do not think any ill of you, beloved.”

“In any case,” Eurydice went on, ignoring what Orpheus had said because she did not believe him, “Jason would never have let me on the ship if he feared me, so I made myself less, yes. But there is little to fear from my Power—and I am not lying to you, Orpheus. What Idmon said of me back on the Chersonesus was true. All I can really use are defensive spells—the look-past-me, the freezing spell.” She hesitated, then went on slowly. “I do know ‘great’ spells, but I will never use them. First, the Power I would need to launch such a spell would probably drain me to death. Second, those spells are for war or terrible catastrophe. What good would it do me to set a whole city aflame or let loose a whirlwind, most especially since I would certainly be caught in it myself.”

Orpheus grinned. “I am relieved to hear it, since I would certainly be close enough to you to be caught in the disaster myself.” Then he frowned, looking uneasy. “I would not be so honest with Jason.”

“You need not fear me!” Eurydice exclaimed. “I am quite sure he would like to ‘own’ someone who could set loose a whirlwind—not that he would be likely to order it done—but as a kind of mark of his greatness.”

“You have him exactly,” Orpheus said, with a rather affectionate smile. “He is a good man, but he longs for greatness.” Suddenly he drew her close and kissed her. “I never understood the power of that desire before, but I do now. Jason desires greatness with the same passion that I desire you.”

“Not with the passion you have for music?” Eurydice teased, returning the caress with enthusiasm.

Orpheus clutched her even tighter and his voice held no laughter in answer to her teasing. “No. I love music. I will play and sing to others, or to myself, at any time at any place, sometimes—as you have just seen—when I certainly should not, but the music is a part of me. If I were struck mute and my hands crippled, I would grieve at being unable to perform, but I would still hear the music in my mind and my heart—no one and nothing can take away my music. You—that is different. You might be snatched from me by accident, by abduction, by death…by your own will. Always that dreaded possibility underlies all my joy and makes it sweeter, hotter, more poignant, makes me grasp you and need to hold you to me by every inducement—and so it is with greatness for Jason.”

For a long moment Eurydice merely returned Orpheus’ embrace with considerable fervor. He had, because he was not trying to do that, answered all the doubts his questions about her Power had raised. He might not like the idea of how strong a witch she was, but apparently that dislike could not affect his love. Then she pushed him away.

“You are very clever, Orpheus,” she said admiringly. Her tone sharpened then. “But sometimes you have no more common sense than a fly. Will you let me bespell your cithara so we can continue going around the city in peace?”

“How will I find it if I cannot see it?” he asked anxiously. “And I am so used to carrying it—”

“Making others look past the instrument will not affect the weight of it on your shoulder, and I will break the spell if we part, or if you need to use it.”

“Very well,” he agreed, although he still looked worried.

Once it was done, however, and Orpheus could still feel the instrument bumping and shifting on his back and dragging at his shoulder, he relaxed and was delighted with the results. He need not fear to be recognized—for he did fear it, despite what he had said to Eurydice. Without the cithara, he was not extraordinary enough to draw notice, however, and the chance that he would be asked to play again, and foolishly yield again, would be gone. Oddly, although the weight on his back was no less, Orpheus felt as if he had cast off a burden. His light spirits infected Eurydice, and both were filled with bubbles of laughter in which all they saw and experienced was delightful.

Even so, they returned to the ship in good time for Orpheus to take up his watch with the others assigned. Before the light failed, Eurydice did some washing and mending. Orpheus sat in his usual place muttering to himself, either going over old songs or working on ideas for new ones. The night passed without incident, and the following day was equally quiet. At sunset, the men who had had the day free returned. When Orpheus handed over his responsibility to Mopsus, he told him where they were staying, in case Jason returned during the next day. Eurydice was already on the dock, waiting.

Orpheus teased her about her eagerness, but since she nearly had to run to keep up with him, she soon got her own back. They did stop in the inn to buy food and wine—middle of the night meals having become a delightful custom—but they did little talking that did not concern the beauties and delights of one another’s body after that until they woke, rather late in the morning. Then, lingering abed, they talked of Jason’s mission and the probability of success. They were still discussing it when they walked over to the inn for breakfast.

“Will it be safe to go out?” Eurydice asked.

“I think so,” Orpheus replied. “If they had failed, Jason would have returned already. If disaster had overtaken them, he would have sent for help or some message to warn us. Thus, I am almost certain that the harpies have been caught, killed, or driven away, and Jason is waiting to make sure the cure is permanent.”

That was indeed the case. When Orpheus and Eurydice went back to the ship at sunset to take up watch again, Mopsus told them a messenger had come from Jason. It seemed that Eurydice’s device had worked—but as she had feared, a little too well. The sap-covered net had stuck fast to the harpies when they descended on Phineus’ table, but Zetes and Kalais, who had dropped the net on them and were holding it, had been drawn along with the ugly creatures when they fled.

“That is terrible,” Eurydice cried. “I did not warn them strongly enough. Oh, I should never have—”

“No one blames you, Eurydice,” Mopsus said. “Not even Zetes and Kalais. They did not disappear utterly and at once. Perhaps their weight shortened the distance the harpies could ‘leap’. No matter why, the creatures did not flee far when the men rushed in to attack. Those waiting outside saw them come to earth. Zetes and Kalais had their weapons out and one of the harpies was already half dead. Before they disappeared, Kalais called back that they would stick to the creatures and finish the job.”

“Thank the Lady they were not injured in some way by being drawn after the harpies,” Eurydice murmured.

“But if that happened yesterday,” Orpheus put in, “where is Jason?”

“He said he would remain with Phineus in the lodge for at least a week longer to be sure, for one thing, that the harpies do not return and, for another, not to let Zetes and Kalais feel abandoned if they do come back.”

That did not happen, however, and the great pleasure that Eurydice had in wandering the city with Orpheus and coming back to a safe haven to couple with him, was a little shadowed by her concern over the two young men. Nor did Jason’s return to Salmydessus with King Phineus relieve that shadow of guilt. Nothing had been heard from Zetes and Kalais. Every other question, however, had been answered to Jason’s greatest satisfaction.

Phineus was as grateful as even Jason could wish and on the morning before they set out from the lodge for Salmydessus, he made clear his gratitude. There was nothing Jason could have requested, including Phineus’ kingdom, that he would not have been granted. So much the more was Phineus struck by Jason’s nobility when his first thought was for his lost men.

The king assured Jason that he would be welcome to wait for Kalais and Zetes, as a guest in Salmydessus, for as long as he wished to stay. However, if Jason wished to get on with his quest, Phineus added, he might do so with a clear mind and conscience. The king swore that he would take on every responsibility that Jason owed to Zetes and Kalais if they returned either to the lodge or to the city; that he would send help to them in any foreign place, if they appealed for help to him or to Jason; reward them in any way they desired; and assist them, either to rejoin Jason, or to return to their own homes, if that was what they desired.

Jason put the question of Zetes’ and Kalais’ fate to the crew of the Argo at sunset of that same day, when all the men were assembled. First he told them of Phineus’ offer and then he asked the two Seers and Eurydice, “If they have not returned within a week, what is the likelihood that they will soon return?”

Idmon and Mopsus both said that they had no revelation, no feeling at all, about the men. Jason’s eyes turned to Eurydice. She looked away. She knew Zetes and Kalais would not rejoin the Argo.

“Well, Eurydice?” Jason prodded.

“How can I answer you?” she asked, tears standing in her eyes. “I am totally ignorant of the harpies’ power or the spells that control them. If you are asking for a guess, no, I do not think they will soon return.”

“Only a guess?” Jason asked sharply. “Not a ‘belief’, like that about Hylas.”

“That is my own feeling,” Orpheus put in. “Without any recourse to divination, common sense says that if they have not made their way back to us in a week, they are beyond soon returning, from one cause or another. When you saw them, they had already wounded one of the harpies. If they had managed to kill or disable the other two in any reasonable time, it would not take them a week to walk back.”

“What about this ‘leaping’ they do?” Jason asked.

Again Idmon and Mopsus shook their heads. Eurydice thought irritably that if the Greeks did not murder all their Gifted, they would not be so ignorant. Nonetheless, she was part of the crew and as such felt an obligation to provide to the rest what information she had.

She said slowly, “Some of the greater mages can do it. One would expect the harpies would not ‘leap’ as far with only two powering the spell, but with creatures like that, who can say? For all I know, the ‘leap’ they made was short, not because of carrying Kalais and Zetes with them, but because they were working against each other. That is, they would agree on escaping when you attacked, but not on where to go, so the ‘leap’ would be aborted. Thus, if one were dead, only two contrary desires would disrupt the second ‘leap’. And if only one remained, she might leap farther than the three together could.”

“So it might be weeks or months, even, before Zetes and Kalais could get back to us?” Jason asked.

“Yes,” Eurydice said and bit her lip to keep back the words that they would never come back.

If Jason saw her doubt, he ignored it. He swept the crew with a glance and asked, “Then, shall we nonetheless wait for Zetes and Kalais to rejoin us, or shall we go on our way, knowing they will be welcome and rewarded here. Remember, Phineus promises to take every care and satisfy every wish Zetes and Kalais might express.”

“Perhaps before we decide you had better tell us how far Colchis is—if Phineus knew and would tell you,” Tiphys said. “It would make a difference if the journey we face is one of a few weeks, one of a few months, or one that will take years.”

“Phineus did know—or claimed to know—where Colchis was. It is at the far end of this great sea, which they call the Black Sea because of its dark water. He gave me minute directions and many useful warnings, but we will discuss that later. As to time—if we could sail straight day and night without stopping, the time might be a few weeks. Since the coast is by no means smooth or without peril, we must certainly count on two or three months sailing time.”

“Then the sooner we leave the better,” Tiphys said. “I do not know this sea and its temper, but we are coming into summer now. If we delay for long, the bad weather of autumn may overtake us before we arrive. Then we might be forced to winter over in a place we would not like. I know we have four or five good months ahead, but we must allow for some bad weather and for accidents and other delays.”

There was little protest, only a few requests for assurance that Phineus was to be trusted and would, indeed, make sure that Zetes and Kalais were well treated and adequately rewarded. Jason swore that he was as sure as one could be—unless a god came and ordered different behavior or Phineus should die, the kind of chances that no one could avoid—and went on to describe in detail the filth and misery in which the king had been forced to exist, that he had been slowly dying of starvation, and that he had a most excellent reputation for honesty, good will, and a tender heart among his nobility and his family. Since the crew had found that Phineus had an equally good reputation among his common people, and since they had all tasted every delight Salmydessus could offer and were becoming bored, all agreed to leave as soon as the ship was ready.

 


Chapter Sixteen

 

The journey, if not halcyon, still progressed with little difficulty, and it was Phineus’ warnings that smoothed the way. He had told Jason which of the cities that dotted the coastline would welcome strangers and treat them fairly and which should be avoided. He also described some of the natural dangers they would need to overcome. Likely even the Argo would not have survived the “clashing rocks” without Phineus’ suggestion to release a dove, whose ability to pass between them marked when the winds and currents would be tame enough to sail through. Even so, it was a narrow escape though they went with all sail set and every man—Jason included—pulling an oar as hard and fast as he could.

Even the best of advice could not turn aside fated disasters, however. In the city of King Lykos, whose brother had been forced to fight Amykos and had been crippled, they were welcomed with great enthusiasm, word of Polydeuces victory having preceded them by way of traders. A time of rest ashore was decreed, and after feasting and providing luxurious lodging for all, Lykos, wishing to offer the best entertainment he had, invited the crew to a great hunt. No one thought of danger, certainly not Eurydice, who smiled when Orpheus said he would go, urging him to leave his cithara behind with her and to enjoy himself.

When they returned, she wondered how she could have failed to feel the smallest shadow. She had known about the battle in which Kyzikos died, she had known that Zetes and Kalais would not return. “How,” she wailed, bending over the body and beating her breast, “how could I not have felt the smallest warning that a dear friend was about to die?”

“Because that was his fate,” Orpheus replied softly, the music in his voice hinting of the praise song to come. “He knew it, though we did not. He was the farthest from the beast, standing by the river, but the boar burst through, past Eurytos, who missed his cast—for the first and probably the last time in his life—and ran straight at Idmon. We all shouted, and he was no coward, yet he just stood, staring. He did not raise his spear. He did not cry out when the beast laid open his thigh.”

“Could I have saved him?” Eurydice asked, her voice thin and high with grief and remorse.

“No,” Jason said. “When he fell—we were all running to drive the boar off—it swung its head sideways and ripped out his throat. No one could have saved him. And we did not even kill the boar. It leapt into the river and escaped us.”

There was an enormous rage, tightly restrained, in Jason’s voice. Eurydice said no more and wept quietly. Not grief, she thought, rage because the boar had escaped—as if the beast’s death could repair the loss of Idmon. Yet it was not often a boar would run, and the Seer had said over and over that he would not reach Colchis with the Argo. Eurydice could not but help seeing her Lady’s hand in the event, particularly in the escape of the boar. She seldom allowed Her instruments to be punished for carrying out Her will.

The crew might not have believed in Eurydice’s Lady, but most agreed that some god was involved, and put aside their grief after Idmon’s barrow was raised. For several days longer they enjoyed Lykos’ hospitality, but when Tiphys sickened and Eurydice could not save him, all saw it as a bad omen. Jason sacrificed two white bulls to his gods—and Eurydice went to seek a temple of her Lady. One bull went willingly, one fought the sacrifice. The priests said, although Jason and his crew were welcome to the mortal king, the gods wished them gone. Eurydice came from the temple with the feeling that she had been roughly pushed away—toward the east. It was time, she said to Jason, to go on to Colchis. No one contested the findings of the priests or Eurydice’s instinct. They stayed only to raise Tiphys’ barrow beside that of Idmon; one did not leave the funeral rites of a close companion to strangers, particularly not one’s steersman, whose angry ghost could bring disaster to all.

With Ankaios at the helm, they set out the next day. For almost a week, the entire crew waited tensely for trouble, but none came. Slowly, they relaxed into a secure reliance on their new steersman. Tiphys had had far greater experience, but Ankaios had his Gifted understanding of the way the water touched and flowed around the hull. Moreover, he knew the Argo almost as well as the older man because he had handled the ship whenever Tiphys had needed rest.

Jason withdrew his attention from the mechanics of sailing and fixed it on their next goal. Wherever they beached their boat or docked it at a city wharf, he asked directions to the island of Aretias. Although the disasters had shaken Jason’s absolute reliance on Phineus’ advice, he was not prepared to ignore the most absolute and also the most enigmatic of those directions. Phineus had said that they must stop on Aretias. He could not say why they should stop nor how long they must stay. All he knew, he swore, was that there was, on that island, a swift and easy guide past the illusions that hid the city of Colchis. Whether the guide was human or magical had not been revealed to him, only that it was on the island and that there would be danger in finding it and taking it away.

Most often when the person Jason asked knew of the island at all, his question was received with puzzlement. He would find nothing but trouble on Aretias, he was told. It was a terrible place, uninhabited and barren, and it was said that no one who landed there ever left. Jason would sigh and shake his head: It was his fate to stop there on his quest, he would reply, and those he questioned would shrug and tell what they knew. The landmarks all described were distinctive, and they knew when they were drawing close as the number of folk who had heard of it and sincerely warned them increased. Thus, Lynkeus had little trouble recognizing the island when it hove into view.

They expected trouble, but found none. A narrow but deep and quiet bay, cupped by a good beach, welcomed them, and the island looked pleasant enough. Beyond the beach a long, slowly rising slope, covered in grass and low bushes, led to a meadow that ended, a little to the northeast, in a high cliff, its face marked with dark areas that looked like the mouths of caves. The men who noticed those groaned. Exploring caves to find an artifact—especially when no one knew what it looked like and all had been repeatedly warned of danger—would not be a favorite pastime.

Jason smiled at the groans, “Not tonight. There is not enough time. It would take a candlemark or two to get to the cliff and climb up. We would have little time to search, and to climb down that rock face in the dark would be impossible. Let us see if there is anything we can hunt for dinner. However, let us not forget Phineus’ warning that there is danger here.”

A murmur of agreement arose, and the men began to take their armor from storage and don it and belt on swords as well as arrow quivers. Some questioned whether shields, which were awkward to carry on a hunt, would be necessary.

Jason looked out over the quiet landscape and shrugged. “If we miss our game, we will still eat. I see nothing, just as you say, but that only makes me more uneasy. I am going with my shield on my arm, and I recommend that all of you do the same.”

A few voices were raised in jests about overprotective mothers, but every man took his shield from the ship’s bulkhead. And since they would not be out of sight of the ship and had already examined the beach and found it safe, the whole crew went. Eurydice watched as they walked up the slope, separating into four parties on the way. She was as tense as a cat, but had said nothing because everyone was already wary. She had wanted to beg Orpheus to stay behind with her, but the warning that no one returned from the island might be because their ships were sunk. To remain with the Argo might be more dangerous than to go with the other men.

Orpheus and Jason were both in the center group most directly approaching the cliff. One of the men with them shouted, raised his bow and loosed an arrow. Something Eurydice could not see caused the tall grass some distance ahead of him to move violently. The men raised a laughing cheer. It seemed whoever had shot the arrow had bagged some small game. So small a victim could not go far to feed the crew, of course, but if they were plentiful—whatever they were—they would lend interest to a salt-meat stew.

As these thoughts came, Eurydice had looked toward the other groups to see if they had had similar success. Sweeping from north to south, her field of view crossed the cliff and her eyes were caught by movement near the mouth of several caves. Bats, she thought, but even as the word came into her mind she knew the creatures could not be bats; each was ten times the size of a bat. And fear gripped her. These were the reason no one returned from Aretias.

She screamed a warning, fearing the men were too far away to hear her, but realized instantly that it did not matter. The creatures themselves were screeching loud enough for her to hear them now, and the men were all looking up, the best shots nocking arrows to their bows while the others raised their shields in defense. The groups were all running together, too—and four men ran behind the flying creatures from someplace near the base of the cliff. Eurydice muttered a far-seeing spell. She did not remember any of the Argo’s crew going to the cliff. Were these the masters of the menace in the sky?

Tiny, but clear in every detail, those coming from the cliff were certainly not of the crew. Nor, Eurydice thought, were they the masters of the flying things now attacking the men. Although they clutched swords and were able to run, the strangers were hardly more than skin-covered skeletons, wearing a few tatters and many half-healed wounds. They were no threat and Eurydice raised her eyes—just in time. Some of the—birds? They looked like birds, but their feathers shone with the gleam of metal and their beaks were like lance points—and a party of them were overpassing the fighters and coming toward the ship!

A shield. Eurydice knew she must somehow make a shield. She had an old spell she could renew, but it was a small spell designed only to cover her and protect her from those who thought it amusing to throw things at a witch. She imaged in her mind the transparent opalescent shell and began to draw power as she had never drawn it before and feed it into the shell. She Saw the shell thicken, swell, and stretch out. The deck beneath her feet grew cold; the air around her grew cold; a glaze of ice glittered on the water that touched the ship. The shell grew larger, larger, creeping across the Argo. She reached for more Power, but the shell had grown so large it cut her off from any outside source. Now the strength to sustain the spell would have to come from her.

She heard the terrible screeching of the birds circling above her. She saw them dive, lance-like beaks extended to pierce her—perhaps to pierce the fabric of the Argo—and be flung away. They tried again, and yet again. One slid down the shield and lay on the ground, its neck strangely twisted. Then the birds rose and flew toward the edge of the beach to drop and rise again with large rocks in their claws. She poured strength into her shield, raising it up in the center so that it was like a tent over the ship. And the first boulder struck. The shield sagged but did not break. The boulder rolled down and hit the deck, but gently; it did no damage. More fell. Eurydice could not feel her feet or her hands. She would die! But she would die if the shield failed, and Orpheus and all the others would die too, if the Argo was destroyed.

The creatures dove at the shield directly above her, slashing at it with the edges of their wings and the tips of their feathers. Eurydice could “See” the opalescent skin give with each attack, but it did not tear. Only a few rocks were falling. The creatures seemed to be enraged and desire only to tear away her protection. Her legs were numb to the knees now. She sank down on the deck. When the cold reached her heart, it would stop.

The sound of the birds’ screeching rose and rose, and there were more of them in the air, circling and diving. Tears formed in Eurydice’s eyes and ran down her cheeks. She knew she could not strengthen the shield any more nor hold it at all much longer—the cold was beginning to creep across her loins and up her belly—and then she heard, mingled with the screeching, the sound of men shouting.

Weak and dizzy, she struggled to understand and then realized that the crew had fought their way back to the ship but they could not pierce the shield any more than could the birds. She tried to lift herself on one elbow so she could see, but she could not control her arm and fell back, sobbing. If she dropped the shield to let the men in, the birds—but the birds were above and the men on the ground. With the last of her strength, Eurydice imaged the opalescent tent lifting around the bottom edges, rolling up while the curved dome stayed in place. Her belly was freezing and her lower ribs ached with cold. She could not breathe.

* * *

The horrible shrill screeching had somehow changed to a melodious bellowing. Eurydice opened her eyes, expecting to see the glittering birds but all that was above her was a clear sky and the bellowing was the singing of the men at the oars. She heard the sounds that marked the setting of the mast and raising of the sail, and she understood what it meant. A few moments later, Orpheus was kneeling beside her, his eyes full of fear.

“Eurydice,” he cried, bending forward to kiss her when he saw her eyes were open. “What happened?”

“The shield,” she whispered. “It shut out the Power in the sea and the earth. I had to draw on my own strength…” Her voice faded, but not before Orpheus had lifted her and buried her face in his shoulder so even the faint words were muffled.

“You are cold as ice,” he said, propping her against the bulkhead. “I will get my cloak.”

He brought back not only the cloak, in which he wrapped her but also a large handful of dried fruit. She wriggled a hand out of the cloak, seized the fruit, and began to eat ravenously.

Orpheus watched, then leaned close to whisper, “Did you set the shield over the ship to protect it?”

She nodded, chewed, and swallowed, then her eyes flicked toward the gangway where Jason paced back and forth, watching the sky. She looked up too, then back toward the island, but there was no glitter of metal feathers in the sky. When Jason was at the prow, she nodded.

“Yes, I did. Did you not see the boulders? The birds dropped them. And they dove at the ship with those long, sharp beaks. I think they intended to sink it.” She smiled faintly. “I forgot that if I shut them out, I would shut you out too.”

“You fool, you nearly killed yourself to protect the ship,” Orpheus muttered angrily, clutching her close.

She rested in his arms briefly, glad of his warmth but another need was sharper. Wriggling free, she said, “To protect myself,” as she stuffed another fruit into her mouth. “Besides, if the Argo sank, how would we ever have escaped the creatures?”

Orpheus was still studying her face anxiously. “Jason said you had fainted from fear when we found you lying on the deck. I knew that could not be so, but I had to call the time for the men to get the ship into the water… Are you all right? Truly?”

“Yes, truly. And of course you had to call the time. It was more important to escape than to attend to me.” She paused with a fruit near her lips, remembering. “Who were the men who came from the caves to join you?”

“We do not know yet. They called a warning about the birds, though, and fought bravely against them. Jason did not deny them when they followed us aboard. No one would leave a man to the mercy of those creatures. Fortunately, the shield protected us long enough to get the ship afloat, and they did not follow us far out to sea.” He looked at Eurydice and shook his head, adding softly, “Jason thought the shield was some magic connected with the birds to keep us from the ship. He shouted for Hera’s help—she does favor him. Would you mind if we just let him think it was Hera’s work?”

“Not at all,” Eurydice said, smiling.

Jason was not so easy to fool, however. When it was clear they were not being pursued by the deadly birds of Aretias, Jason sent one of the men to ask Eurydice to come forward while he spoke to the strangers. With Idmon gone, he wanted another “Seer’s” opinion about how much truth they were speaking. Before she could answer, Orpheus said angrily that Eurydice was not well enough, and the man, seeing how she shook under Orpheus’ cloak and the whiteness of her face, nodded and went back with the message. That only brought Jason, Mopsus, and the four strangers to the stern.

His blue eyes bright with anger, Orpheus started to get to his feet, but Eurydice pulled him down, and Jason said, civilly enough, “I am sorry to see you still so shaken, Eurydice. Would you like one of the cooks to see if he can make you some soup? Were you frightened when the magic covered the boat?”

“No,” Eurydice replied, quite honestly. “I was terrified when I saw the birds attack you. I hope no one is badly hurt. I can do no Healing now, not yet.” She had had to say it, but she was annoyed by the speculative gleam that came into Jason’s eyes. “Thank you for the offer of soup, she said, hoping to distract him, “but by the time it will be ready, I will be restored without it.”

Jason nodded. “Likely you are right and fortunately the men’s hurts are not dangerous. They can bind up each other’s wounds for now.” He was still staring at her, and Eurydice met his eyes as blandly as she could. Then his expression changed, his glance flicked to the four strangers with him, and he went on smoothly, “The worst hurt are these young men, who had no armor. They are Argos, Kytissoros, Phrontes, and Melas, who are, believe it or not, the sons of Phrixos. They were shipwrecked on Aretias while they were on their way to Thebes in the hopes of obtaining Phrixos’ portion of their grandfather’s, Athamas’, estate.”

Eurydice knew now what Jason wanted. She smiled at the four while she “felt” them for the cold of deception, the slick oiliness of lies. There was nothing but a warmth of relief and joy. Even depleted as she was, she did not think she could be completely deceived. She smiled at them.

“I am a Healer,” she said, “and I will tend to your hurts as soon as my strength returns.”

They thanked her formally, but stiffly, and avoided meeting her eyes. Eurydice’s heart sank. She had been so sure that Colchis, with its witch-princess, would be welcoming to the Gifted, but these young men plainly feared and distrusted her because of what she was. Pushing her disappointment into a dark corner of her mind, she turned to look at Jason.

“We seem, all unknowing, to have fulfilled Phineas’ directions,” she said. “I am quite sure these young men are what he told us to seek on that accursed island.”

“I think so too,” Jason agreed, smiling. “Now let us see whether his prediction of what they can do will hold true.”

“I am afraid,” the one Jason had introduced as Argos said, “that we have nothing with which to repay your favor of saving us.”

“Yes,” Jason said, not smiling now, “you have, if you are willing to do it. We need someone to show us the way into Colchis.”

Relieved smiles broke out on all four faces. “Yes,” Argos said, the others nodding agreement, “nothing will be easier for us.”

“Not so quickly,” Jason said, smiling again because both Mopsus and Eurydice were nodding to confirm the sincerity of the speaker and his brothers. “You must first hear why I wish to go to Colchis and then decide whether you are still willing to guide us.” And he related in brief form the story of Pelias and his dreams of Phrixos’ death at the hands of his father-by-marriage, Aietes, and of Phrixos’ ghost’s demand that the golden fleece be brought to Yolcos. “We will not press you to betray your city if you believe my quest will do harm,” he finished quietly, but his lips had thinned when he saw the brothers begin to shake their heads in the middle of the tale and continue now and again to disagree with what he said.

“No, no,” Argos said. “We will gladly take you to Colchis. I cannot believe it will do Colchis any harm to lose the golden fleece—if you can obtain it. But Aietes did not kill our father. We are quite certain of that. Aietes loved Phrixos, and he was a good and generous grandfather to us—our mother Chalkiope was one of his daughters. When you meet Aietes, you will see at once that he is innocent of our father’s death.”

“He grieved terribly when papa died,” the youngest, Melas, said, and then had to stop to steady his mouth.

“Yet you fled Colchis…” Jason suggested, letting the sentence hang unfinished.

“But not Aietes,” Kytissoros growled. “It was—”

Phrontes put a hand on his brother’s arm. “We have no proof.” Then he looked straight at Jason. “Nor did we flee Colchis in the sense you mean. We were in no danger there. We were simply not as content as once we were, and we thought that we would go visit our father’s homeland and see if we would be welcome there.”

“True enough,” Argos agreed. “And I assure you Aietes did not wish us to go. He offered us all kinds of inducements to stay and only yielded when we promised to return, at least to tell him how we had been received. He will be happy to welcome us home again.”

This proved to be the perfect truth nearly a month later when the Argo found a safe berth at one of Colchis’ marvelous stone piers. The men were silent as they brought the boat in, stroking their oars in time with the thin melody of the flute alone. They were somewhat awed, not only by the large city, glittering on the gentle slope up from the river shore in the hard, hot sunshine, but by the mysterious appearance of the river and city out of what had seemed a harsh rock-bound coast.

For hours they had been creeping along the coast powered only by the oars while Phrixos’ sons stood watching tensely—Argos at the prow, Phrontes on the gangway about a third of the way back, Kytissoros also on the gangway, a similar distance from the stern, and young Melas between Orpheus and Ankaios. Neither the men, who were tired of rowing under the brutally hot sun, nor Ankaios, had been very happy. Ankaios did not like to be so close to the coast and was frantic between what the water told him—which was that they were following a gentle sandy shoreline—and what his eyes saw. They all had obeyed the orders of Phrixos’ sons, however, mostly believing that what Phineas had told them was true, that what they saw was an illusion, and that without the help of Argos, Phrontes, Kytissoros, and Melas they would not find Colchis.

Suddenly Argos had called, “Back water! Back water!”

The flute broke melody, sounded a piercingly high note. The men stopped rowing and lifted their oars. Orpheus called, “Back water!” and then, “Stroke! Stroke!” in a slow, strong rhythm. Phrixos’ sons all ran to the rail and leaned forward. The men were silent; nothing looked any different to them. Then Melas began to chant.

Eurydice, who had been carrying water to the rowers, stopped and listened. The words were in no language she knew. She sensed no Gift in Melas and felt no magic, but the chant had to be a spell. It was a strange one, however. No aura of Power seemed to grow out of or surround the spellcaster. The chant ended. Melas raised his arm and pointed a finger Eurydice Saw a beam, like a ray of sunlight, lancing outward. It was a key spell! A key spell directed at a particular lock! Her eyes widened. She had heard of such things but knew no one who could cast and maintain them.

Even as the understanding came, the low-lying fog that blanketed the foot of the jagged rocks of the coast split where the ray touched it and rolled back. Instead of becoming more distinct as the fog disappeared, the rocks themselves melted away, exposing a clear passage into a wide river mouth dotted with anchored and moving ships.

“Quickly,” Argos called. “Row in.”

“Which is real?” Jason bellowed, suddenly afraid that Phrixos’ sons were not what they seemed and that his ship would be dashed to pieces on the now-invisible rocks.

“The river mouth is real,” Ankaios shouted back. “I feel the flow of the water. Row! Row!” he urged, leaning on the steering oar so that the prow of the ship would turn into the clear area.

“Hurry!” Argos yelled, as a faint shimmering appeared in the air to distort, ever so slightly, the view of the river mouth.

“Forward! Stroke! Stroke!” Orpheus’ voice rose pure and strong over the gasps and cries of surprise, caution, concern.

Whatever their feelings, the men responded as one to his voice, bending to their oars with gritted teeth and anxious frowns. Fortunately Ankaios’ Gift had not betrayed him. In fact, once inside the illusion of high mountains and jagged rocks, it was clear that Ankaios’ water sense had been correct all along. North and south beyond the mouth of the river, the coast stretched in long, gentle beaches guarded by high dunes. There were mountains to the east, but only in the distance. A little way up the river lay the city. Between strokes of their oars, all the men gazed at it, dumbfounded.

Both banks of the river were full of wharves and piers: those on the south bank were simpler and built of wood, busy with cargo from all manner of fat-bellied merchant ships; those on the north bank were of stone and the ships that lay to along them were sleek and lean, like the Argo, able to carry a small cargo but built for speed, to fight or to run.

Phrontes urged them toward the north bank, then east a way, to a pier that was empty. He and his brothers leapt ashore as soon as the ship came to rest, Kytissoros and Melas taking the ropes that Jason’s men threw them to tie up the boat, and Phrontes and Argos walking to meet several men who were hurrying toward them. Fortunately, the time aboard had restored Phrixos’ sons to their normal weight and strength, and the crew had contributed a fund for them to buy decent clothing so they were recognized immediately. From the enthusiasm with which they were greeted, they were considerable favorites. This did not surprise Eurydice, whose Gift had insisted they were nice and likeable young men, but it was reassuring to have her Gifted sense of them affirmed.

She was also glad that over the weeks they had traveled together the opinion of Phrixos’ sons about her had changed. At first they had been very wary of her, even after she had Healed the wounds the steel-winged birds of Aretias had inflicted on them, but little by little her easy relationship with the crew seemed to reassure them. Eurydice came to the opinion that it was not the Gifted in general that they feared and distrusted but some particular person, probably a woman, who was also a witch.

Meanwhile Jason had been introduced to the proper harbor official, and a messenger had been sent off to the palace to inform Aietes that his grandsons had returned on a stranger’s ship. While the response to this message was awaited, Jason made arrangements for the docking of his ship and divided the crew into watches with a standard arrangement—one day on, one off, starting at sunset. Eurydice, Orpheus, and Mopsus were excluded from the rosters of the watches; if Aietes sent for Phrixos’ sons and their rescuers, the three selected would accompany Jason, Eurydice and Mopsus as his Seers and Orpheus as representative of the crew.

So swift was the response to the message that the men had scarcely had time to scrape away half-grown beards, change their clothes into less sea-stained garments, and smooth their hair. Eurydice had no beard and could ignore her hair, which she had trimmed only a few days past, but she lingered so long about choosing what to wear that she was done no sooner than they. She settled at last, not on the red dress, but on one of a misty blue green, trimmed only with a thin line of gold leaves along the neckline, the edges of the sleeves, and the hem. It was made of a fine, almost gossamer fabric, but the climate was so warm that she had no need of a cloak. On the chance that they would be delayed in the palace until night, when it might turn cool, she cast over her shoulders a silky shawl of dark blue with an iridescent sheen, something that Orpheus had purchased for her in Salmydessus.

She started toward Orpheus, who would lift her to the deck, then stopped, remembering the magic she could not feel. Better safe than sorry. From a little pouch in her clothing basket, she drew forth the two amulets she had purchased in Salmydessus. They had been recharged—but not with love spells. Eurydice’s eyes slid toward Orpheus, who was just setting an elaborate pin into a light cloak and she grinned. She felt no need for love spells. Knowing that Colchis was a land of magic, she had charged the amulets with the strongest spells of protection against ensorcellment that she could devise. As Orpheus turned to ask if she were ready, she looped the thong of one around her neck and brought the other to him. He raised an eyebrow but did not argue, slipping the amulet over his head and tucking it away under his tunic.

When they reached the palace, which was actually above and beyond the city, the value of Phineus’ advice once more became apparent. Without the company of Phrixos’ sons, there was no saying how long it would have taken them to get in, or if they ever would have reached the king. The outer gate was open, and through it, they could see the enormous building, gleaming with polished marble, with gilded cornices and designs inset in contrasting stone. It made ridiculous the greatest palaces in Greece. There were a pair of guards at the open gate. Farther along the wall were other entrances, every one guarded, and each, she soon learned, for one purpose only. The guards took this literally and forced those without certain “keys” to obey the conventions.

Eurydice thought if they had been alone they would have been sent from one gate to another, none being the “right gate” for them, until they gave up. As it was, when the guard at the nearest gate pointed his spear at them and told them they had not right of entry there, Kytissoros merely laughed, made a gesture and spoke a single harsh word (Eurydice thought it was in the same language that Melas had used to chant them through the rock and fog illusion). The guard pulled back the spear, but held it athwart the entrance while his head turned to examine those with Kytissoros. When Eurydice saw his eyes her breath drew in. The eyes were not human. They were bright, faceted stones.

“I am Kytissoros, son of Chalkiope. I have entry to King Aietes at any time and all times, and so do my brothers, Argos, Phrontes, and Melas.”

“True,” the guard said, “but you have strangers with you.”

“Mark them,” Kytissoros said, and added another word in the harsh, unknown tongue. “They are Jason.” He drew Jason forward, and each of the others in turn as he said their names. “These folk are with the sons of Phrixos,” he added, “who guarantee their behavior in the palace of Aietes.”

Mopsus had shuddered when the faceted eyes fell on him and whispered, “That is not a man.”

If the guard heard, he gave no sign of it, but Phrontes nodded. “They are perfect guardians,” he explained, as he urged them through the gate past the now quiescent guard. “They are impervious to bribery or sympathy, they cannot be distracted, and it is almost impossible to kill them. Moreover, what is done to one is felt by all, so if a guard is attacked, others rush to his assistance. In the same way, what is told to one is told to all. They are not clever, but their memories are faultless, and they recognize people not by their appearance, but by some inner seeing of their own.”

“But what are they?” Mopsus insisted. “I said they were not men. I do not believe they even live, as we and the beasts of this earth know life.”

Phrontes shrugged. “Ask Aietes—or his daughter,” he said.

Whatever shock the guards had given to Jason and his companions was utterly overlaid by their closer view of the palace. A large area paved with well-set black slabs seemed to extend all the way around the enormous building. Within this area, servants hurried along, some carrying bundles of various kinds, others drawing small carts, which moved with little noise. Beyond the paved area was a wide portico of white marble, which also seemed to go all around the building, to which white marble steps ascended. The palace itself was of darker stone, beautifully veined and polished so that it reflected the white of the portico and steps. The entrance was closed by brazen doors, three men high.

People stood talking on the portico, a few sitting on the steps well out of the way of the doors. Those paid no attention to others who approached the doors. They did not open, but the people who came near them seemed to disappear. Eurydice “felt” for magic but sensed none, remembering with a faint chill that she had felt none until she saw the beam of light when Melas had broken the illusion. Seemingly, these people used a kind of magic that was invisible to her. That was rather frightening, but then she began to wonder whether her magic would be as invisible to them. There could be great advantage in that, and yet, if it was invisible, would that make her an outcast here, as she was elsewhere?

As their party approached the portico, several people broke off their conversations or sprang up to greet Phrixos’ sons. A few showed sufficient relief—and one woman commented so fervently on how glad she was to see them alive and well—that new doubts about Aietes good will to them leapt into Eurydice’s mind. She said nothing, being certain that Jason would be as aware of the implications and as suspicious as she. There was also the fact that Aietes (or was it someone else?) had entrusted Phrixos’ sons with the spell to dispel the illusion along the coast. Moreover, the guards clearly had been ordered to give them entry and even to trust them freely to bring in others.

Meanwhile, Phrixos’ sons had wasted little time on their greetings, telling everyone that their grandfather awaited them and urging Jason and the others up the portico stairs. Eurydice, who had been bracing herself for some kind of magical transport, almost laughed when she saw the answer to those who disappeared as they approached the great doors. To either side of them, were small, human-sized entrances that went completely unnoticed because of the overwhelming majesty of the central doors. This time it was Argos who spoke the single harsh word that made the door open. Eurydice listened intently, lowered her eyes to the floor to shut out distractions, and repeated the word over and over in her mind as the others filed in ahead of her. She did not know whether the command word would work the spell from the inside, or even if the spell would respond to anyone, but she felt the need to learn it, in case their party wished to leave without an escort.

It was just as well that she had a quick and retentive memory, Eurydice thought, when she raised her eyes to look down the short corridor that led from the door. Had she not, that spell word would have been lost to her in the amazement she felt. Wonderful outside, the palace was more marvelous within. A wide hallway stretched left and right. Again, Eurydice suspected, although she could not see the ends from where she stood, that it wrapped all the way around the palace. Facing them were another pair of bronze doors, but these were not so large and were open into an enormous chamber, floored and pillared with a pale green-veined marble.

Little as she could see of the great hall, Eurydice was so fascinated that she jumped when she heard a harsh challenge. Orpheus, beside her, jumped, too. Neither of them had realized that the end of the corridor opened on the right into a guard room within which was one of the inhuman guards.

Kytissoros answered the challenge in the same words he had used at the outer gate. Again Eurydice tried to commit the command words to memory, although she was less hopeful this time, not of recalling the command, but of whether the guards would allow them to pass without some approved escort. She put the worry aside as they followed the sons of Phrixos across the hallway and into the great chamber.

Although it was lit by myriad witch-lights—softly glowing balls that hung from the ceiling—the chamber was rather dim. Together with the green veining in the marble of the floor and the many pillars, Eurydice felt as if she had entered an old forest. She stared around, thinking of the way the doors had opened, of the guards, and of the many, many lights in the chamber. Clearly this was a place in which magic was not feared and suppressed. It was used as casually as a knife or a cup. The expended Power was enormous; it must almost equal that of divine Olympus, she thought, and shuddered—because she could sense none of it.

Her throat tightened and she swallowed hard. In unconscious reaction to her fear, she reached for her own Power. Relief flooded her in combination with the accustomed warm flow. She had been terrified that she would not find her own Goddess’s power in Colchis, would feel the same emptiness she found when she tried to sense the spells of Colchian magic. With a much lighter heart, Eurydice followed the others along an avenue of pillars toward a central dais.

The dais sat in an area empty of pillars which was much more brightly lit than the rest of the room. Looking upward, Eurydice stopped dead for a moment. The central area was covered by a high dome of clear crystal! It was impossible, but it was there. Orpheus, who had also looked up, bumped into her. The collision brought their eyes to one another and they stared at each other for a moment. Jason was about to challenge the man who ruled this. With a conscious effort, both began to walk forward again, but now they went hand in hand for comfort.

Nothing was familiar. Even the dais was not placed as was common in a megaron. It did not face down the length of the chamber but across the width toward the long wall to their left. The reason for this became apparent as soon as they entered the open space. Beyond it was another avenue, like the one they had walked along, but coming from a second set of doors at the other end of the room. No danger would threaten those on the dais from the rear, however. In the space between the dais and the right-hand wall was a phalanx of the inhuman guards.

Those on the dais—Eurydice’s gaze flicked from the guards to the more important, dominating figures. One sat in a tall chair, almost certainly King Aietes, a big man with a wealth of brown hair and beard flecked with gray. To his left she saw a tall woman in a gown of shimmering white. The whole group had continued walking while Eurydice took in the sight. As they came closer, Aietes got to his feet and hurried down the two steps of the dais to hold out his arms.

“Argos! Phrontes! Kytissoros! And my dear, dear Melas! How glad I am to see you safe and whole, home again.”

He embraced the young men one after the other, and Mopsus touched Jason’s arm, murmuring, “He means it—or he has such command of sorcery that he can paint false feeling on his soul.”

Eurydice nodded in agreement, but even as she did, she felt a faint cold. Her eyes flashed up, back to the dais where the woman still stood beside the chair. And there her gaze stopped, riveted by a rich, sultry beauty that she had never seen equalled. A wealth of hair, blue-black but interspersed with hair-thin gold and silver chains holding myriad jewels, curled softly about a perfectly heart-shaped face, poured over milk-white shoulders and down a rod-straight back. The nose was fine and straight, the mouth very full and very red, the lips parted just a little to show white teeth—Eurydice blinked. Those teeth were the one fault in the woman, just a little too small and with sharp points, as if they had been filed… And then Eurydice could no longer resist looking at the woman’s eyes, which she had previously avoided. They were, as she had known they would be, gorgeous, spellbinding—and terrifying: they were large, almond-shaped, tilted up a little at the outer corners, and almost colorless, except for the black pupil and a clear ring of black around the pale iris.

“My daughter, Medea,” King Aietes said.

 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Eurydice started. She had been so fascinated by Medea’s beauty—and the faint, faint coldness that emanated from her—that she had not realized the mutual greetings were over and one of Phrixos’ sons had introduced Jason to King Aietes. The king, in turn, had named the woman on the dais. Medea’s eyes, which had been fixed on Aietes and the sons of Phrixos, who were standing in a close group now facing Jason and his party, suddenly shifted.

Feeling a surge of panic, Eurydice touched the amulet she had revitalized with a strong protective spell. In the next moment, she felt foolish. First of all, there was no reason at all to feel threatened. Second, the woman’s eyes touched her and passed, fixing on Jason, beside whom Eurydice happened to be standing. To Jason, Medea nodded graciously. Jason nodded also, blue eyes bright as a sunlit sky, smiling his most winning smile. For one heartbeat there was no response. Then, slowly, Medea’s full, red lips curved into an answering smile. Color mantled into Eurydice’s cheeks. That was some smile! Medea might just as soon have invited Jason into her bed aloud.

Anxiously, Eurydice looked at Aietes, but either he could not read his daughter’s invitation or he did not care. That was possible. There were places in Thrace where a husband would beg a visiting “hero” to lie with his daughters and sometimes even with his wife, to make them pregnant. Meanwhile, Argos had been explaining that he and his brothers had never reached Thebes and would never have lived to return to Colchis, either, had Jason not rescued them from Aretias. The king promptly turned to Jason, who dragged his eyes away from Medea with some effort, to thank him and offer him a reward for saving his grandsons and for going who knew how far out of his way to bring them home.

Jason shook his head. “We are quits already,” he said. “I did not go out of my way to bring them home. I was seeking Colchis and the sons of Phrixos found it for me. That is reward enough for the little I and my crew did.” He smiled very slightly. “After all, we had to fight the birds to preserve our own lives, and more harm might have come to us had not your grandsons shouted a warning.”

“Nonetheless,” Aietes said, “to me it is a great thing that they are home safe and worth a reward to those who brought them.”

“And there are many kinds of rewards.”

The voice was like heavy silk, smooth and warm, slipping softly and gently into the ear as sch cloth slipped through the hands. Jason turned his head and seemed transfixed at finding Medea, who had come soundlessly down from the dais, beside him. Eurydice had stepped back out of Medea’s way and caught only a glimpse of his profile, but even so she could not miss the fulling of his lips and the sidelong glance that betrayed his hunger.

Then he shook his head again. “I cannot take any reward.” His voice was thick. “I am pledged to my uncle, Pelias, who is king of Yolcos, to bring back from Colchis the golden fleece that belonged to Phrixos and was sacrificed in exchange for sanctuary here.”

Eurydice could feel Orpheus stiffen beside her and heard Mopsus’ indrawn breath. Jason had chosen the least offensive words he could, not accusing Aietes of theft or murder, but he had said very clearly that he came to take a treasure of Colchis. Aietes did not look angry, however; he looked astonished and then began to laugh.

“I do not know what tale you heard of Phrixos’ coming to Cholchis, but it seems the truth has become sadly garbled over the years and the distance. The fleece itself, for example, wasn’t gold when Phrixos brought it here. Well, it was sort of yellow, but not gold the way you mean it. It was on the beast he was riding—the strangest creature I’ve ever seen. It was big as an ox and with horns like an ox, but with this wonderful fleece that was finer than that on any sheep in the world. And long—as long as my arm. And we didn’t sacrifice the beast. We would have been fools to sacrifice an animal with fleece like that. Phrixos knew of no such command, or if he did, he did not tell me.”

Jason frowned. “Phrixos gave you the beast?”

Aietes looked thoughtful. “I cannot answer that. It was so long ago. But I remember clearly that we agreed to try to breed the creature. Unfortunately, it took no interest in any mate of any kind we proffered.”

“And it was not sacrificed, even after you knew it would not breed?”

“No.” Aietes, unaware of the tale Pelias had told Jason, looked puzzled at Jason’s question, but answered courteously. “It died by accident, unless it was old when Phrixos rode it and died of its age. Never having seen one like it before, we could not tell its age or whether it was sick. The shepherd found it fallen into a stream in the foothills where it was pastured. By the time he came upon it, its fleece had picked up gold dust that was fine enough to be carried by the water. It was Phrixos’ idea to tan the hide carefully and bind it so that the water had to flow over it. He intended to take it out when it was heavy with gold and beat the metal out of the fleece.”

“Perhaps it should have been called the golden harvest, instead of the golden fleece,” Jason said.

Jason’s lips smiled, but Orpheus touched Eurydice gently. Her black eyes flashed to him, acknowledging that she no more than he believed Jason’s light-hearted response matched his true feelings. But she looked back at Jason and the king at once. What she could not decide was whether Jason had been convinced of Aietes’ truthfulness—and therefore of Pelias’ falseness or, at least, the falsity of his dream—or whether Jason thought Aietes was lying.

“There was no golden harvest.” Aietes’ mouth still smiled, but the lips had twisted. “Nothing we could do would strip the gold dust from the fleece. Well, yes, we cut off a bit and burned it. The fleece burned and the gold melted clean—but what good was that? When we had cut away the fleece and collected the gold there would be no fleece to collect more. From time to time we talked about it, Phrixos and I, but he could never bring himself to give up the hope of more by destroying the collector—and then he died…” Aietes’ eyes stared blindly past Jason for a moment. Then he sighed and added, “I no longer had the power to touch the fleece. Not that I could have borne to do so—”

“Phrixos had set a guard on it,” Medea interrupted. “It is useless to ask my father to give it to you. He cannot.”

Her lips smiled too, and her throaty voice was soft, but Eurydice tightened her grip on Orpheus’ hand, which she had taken again. They stood a little behind and to the left of Jason, so Eurydice could see Aietes’ profile and Medea’s full face. When she said her father could not give the fleece to Jason, the pupils of her eyes had enlarged until they swallowed the pale iris and then snapped back to normal. That was shocking, but Eurydice had been looking at Aietes. It was his expression that had brought her eyes to Medea.

“That is true,” Aietes said, his voice utterly colorless. “But the matter needs further discussion—only not here in my audience chamber.” He smiled at Phrixos’ sons. “You, my children, should go home and greet your family. Rest if you like; return if you like. Those who helped you will be my guests, and you may visit them here.”

The four young men bowed respectfully, and their faces showed no distrust. Each pressed Jason’s hand and clasped Orpheus and Mopsus on the shoulder, but it was apparent that they were eager to go. They bowed again to Medea, but more distantly, then left quickly, going up the farther aisle of columns. Aietes looked after them for just a moment, then raised a hand, and a tall man came from among the guards behind the throne.

“This is my steward, Bounos. He will take you to an apartment where you can rest and refresh yourselves. Later, we will talk about the golden fleece and to whom it belongs.”

“As you will, my lord,” Jason said, “but I have a ship in your harbor and men for whom I am responsible. Will it be possible for me to leave the palace—and return again.”

“Yes, of course,” Medea said before Aietes could reply. “Let us go to the apartment that Bounos has chosen, and I will set a mark upon you that will permit you to come and go, outside the palace and within it.”

Aietes’ lips parted, but Medea turned her head toward him and smiled, her sharp teeth very white against the red lips. He said nothing, merely nodded curtly at her and mounted the dais again. Bounos set out back the way they had come and all followed, Medea talking softly to Jason and receiving equally soft replies. When they came to the doors, the steward turned right into the corridor facing the outer doors then right again at the corner. Midway down between the guard room they had passed and the one at the other end, he opened a handsome wooden door, stood aside for them to enter, bowed to Medea, and closed the door behind them.

The chamber, if not very large, was more luxuriously furnished than any private room Eurydice had seen. There were several deeply cushioned low couches set in a curve around a table against one wall. Against the other were two groups of three chairs, positioned for intimate talking. The back wall had two large windows, protected by closely set bars and strong shutters, which were now open to the afternoon light and air. On the wall against which stood the couches, an open door showed a tiled wall. Eurydice’s eyes widened—a private bath! Between the sets of chairs near the other wall were two doors. These were closed, but Eurydice knew they would be bedchambers.

She glanced up at Orpheus, but he was watching Medea and Jason, who were now looking deeply into each other’s eyes. Medea reached out, without shifting her gaze and took Jason’s hand. She lifted it so that its palm faced her lips, whispered a phrase or two, and drew the palm to her mouth. Eurydice had started forward when Medea began to whisper, but Orpheus held her back. Jason had glanced at them warningly over Medea’s head while hers was bent over his hand. His eyes were very bright, and he did not look bemused at all in that moment.

Then Medea lifted her head, laughed, and said, “There is your pass. You cannot lose it. To use it, you say, ‘By the Lady Medea’s will’.”

Jason looked into his palm and laughed also, holding it up a moment later so that the others could see. Mopsus also grinned. The palm showed a triangle with two small, flat ovals for eyes, a line for a nose, and a shorter, curved line below for a smiling mouth. It should have been impossible for such a generalized sketch to look like anyone—and yet there could be no doubt it was Medea’s face that looked at them from Jason’s palm. Eurydice stiffened to conceal a shudder.

“I hope there is another way for you to place your mark on my companions,” Jason said, taking her hand into his marked one. “If there is not, I will be very jealous.”

She smiled more broadly. “Oh, yes,” she said, and nodded to Mopsus. “Come here.”

He did so without hesitation and held out his hand. This time Eurydice was ready and had muttered her “sharp ears” spell. She heard the phrase that Medea said clearly. One word was certainly the same as that Kytissoros had used to the guards, another the one that opened the door; the third and fourth she did not recognize. Meanwhile Medea’s finger, rather than her tongue, had marked Mopsus’ palm and when he raised it, it showed the same face.

Holding out her hand, Eurydice walked up to Medea before Orpheus moved. The princess did not seem aware of the spell Eurydice was using nor of the protective amulet she was wearing. She said her four words, traced lines on Eurydice’s palm, and then looked up sharply.

“My spell will not take on you. You are a witch! And you are protected!”

The pupils in her eyes were all black.

Oddly, instead of being frightened out of her wits, Eurydice felt a wash of relief. I cannot stay in Colchis, she thought. I will have to go with Orpheus. I would be in greater danger here than in Greece. Then the immediate threat drove everything else from Eurydice’s mind.

“I’m not a very good witch,” she said faintly and most mendaciously, blinking her eyes. “I am a good Finder and a good Healer, and sometimes I can sense what a person feels—which is why Jason brought me—but I have not a great store of spells. Perhaps your mark would not take because we use different kinds of magic? I cannot feel your spells at all.”

“You cannot?”

“No, my lady.” A sharp sigh from Mopsus agreed.

“It is true enough that she is no great witch,” Jason put in, smiling slightly. “When Orpheus was taken prisoner, the best she could do was a ‘little kitchen spell’ to make his captor hungry.”

Eurydice could feel color mount in her cheeks, and had some difficulty in keeping her eyes down. Jason was, of course, protecting her—as he would protect any member of his crew—but the condescension in his voice made her furious. In the next moment, she almost laughed at herself. A blow to her vanity was a small price to pay for the change in Medea’s expression.

“Well.” Medea shrugged. Her eyes were back to normal and now she looked somewhat contemptuous. Perhaps there was also a touch of satisfaction in her, Eurydice thought. “Then you will not be able to wander about unless you are with someone who is marked,” she added.

Eurydice bowed her head in consent, but as Medea turned to Orpheus, she touched the amulet on her breast. Whether he had seen and taken warning or been hesitating anyway, because he hated the idea of any spell applied to his hands, she did not know, but he quickly shook his head.

“I will just stay with Eurydice,” he said.

“As you like.” Medea was plainly indifferent and turned back to Jason with another sensuous smile.

That indifference removed much of Eurydice’s anxiety. She suspected if the spell Medea had cast was more than just a signal to the guards to let the marked person pass, she would have been angrier about its failure to “take” on Eurydice and more insistent that Orpheus be marked. As it was, Eurydice intended to experiment with the use of the two spell words with which she was familiar combined with “By the Lady Medea’s will.” She hoped they would give her the freedom of the palace. If they did not, she would consider what next to do. Meanwhile, Medea had made clearer what her smile had meant. She and Jason were going toward the door.

“Jason—” Orpheus said.

He turned his head and glared, but the fatuous smile had left his lips as soon as Medea could not see his face. Still, his voice was husky and his words thick when he said, “I will soon return.”

Orpheus did not look much comforted, but he knew when arguing with Jason would only make him more stubborn and was silent. Jason turned his head and dropped the lid over his right eye slowly and deliberately just before he went out the door. Silently, Mopsus went and closed it.

Eurydice put a hand on Orpheus’ arm. “I do not believe he is ensorcelled,” she said. “Mopsus seems unaffected and she said the same spell over each.”

“Not unaffected,” Mopsus said, laughing. “I am not dead, after all. That is quite a woman.”

“Not trapped by magic,” Orpheus agreed, frowning, “but, as Mopsus said, that woman is very beautiful, and we were a year on Lemnos because of another beautiful woman.”

“You will have more success reminding him of that after he has supped off her,” Eurydice pointed out. “But I am glad they are gone. I would like to try if Medea’s spell words will get us past the guards without her mark. Mopsus, will you come with us and show your mark if the guards…er…take offense at my speaking the spell words without it?”

To everyone’s delight, Mopsus’ mark was not necessary. Nor, apparently, was Eurydice’s magic, since Eurydice’s use of the words got them out of the palace and Orpheus—she taught the spell words to him on the way back to the ship for extra clothing since they were to stay at the palace—got them back in at a door where the guards had never seen them before. They did not hurry. Since Mopsus was with them, they did not intend to hide the fact that they had left the palace, but excuses were not necessary. No one awaited them. Jason had not yet returned to the chamber when they came back, but they did not need to wait for him long. He was pleased that they had brought his most formal and elegant garments from the ship and not curious about how they got there and back.

That lack of interest did not trouble his companions. He was clearly alert and not at all bemused when he said, “Medea is inclined to favor me, and I am doing my best to make her think I am totally captivated by her.” He paused and grinned. “It is not a difficult task.” He sobered almost immediately. “Mopsus, is she, as I believe, a powerful sorceress?”

“I have not the faintest idea,” Mopsus said. “I am sorry, Jason, but if my eyes did not tell me she was there, my inner vision would lead me to believe Medea did not exist.” He turned. “Eurydice? Did you feel more than I?”

“Feel, no,” Eurydice replied without hesitation, “but like Jason, I believe she is very powerful. You heard what I said to her when her spell did not take on me. It was true. I cannot feel any spell cast here, not even the strongest. And I cannot read these people—at least not Medea or Aietes—beyond what I can see in their bodies and faces and hear in their voices. Still…” She drew a deep breath, let it out. “I am sure both Aietes and Medea are strong sorcerers.”

“Then likely I will have to woo the daughter and fix her firmly to my cause.” Oddly, Jason did not look displeased. “She is already half on my side because she wishes to be rid of the golden fleece—so much she said.”

“If she did not lie,” Orpheus said.

“Why should she?” Jason shrugged. “She said Phrixos, though dead, still had a hold on her father through the fleece and she wishes to break that. Why should I care? What is important is that she is willing to help me obtain the fleece and escape with it.”

“Eurydice?” Orpheus’ naming was an appeal for another opinion.

She shook her head slowly. “I do not know whether Medea spoke the truth—how could I? Even if I were able to ‘feel’ her intention, I was not there. I can confirm that there is some kind of ill feeling between father and daughter—”

“I sensed nothing,” Mopsus said.

Eurydice grinned. “You were too busy looking at Medea, I do not find her so attractive, naturally—after all, she is much more beautiful than I.” Then she grew serious. “I looked as much at Aietes, and there is a rivalry, perhaps worse. Now that I have seen them all together, I am nearly sure that Phrixos’ sons believe Medea caused their father’s death—and I think Aietes also believes that. I do not say it is true, but I would caution you, Jason, not to think a tumble in bed will bind Medea or that she is ‘just a woman’ and thus easy prey.”

“I will be careful,” he said, and neither Eurydice nor the men doubted his sincerity. “We will see what Aietes says tonight. Then, if I must court her, I will—watching out for stray spells along the way.”

Eurydice bit her tongue against saying he might not find avoiding stray spells so easy as he thought. She had warned him and would not make him more receptive by repeating herself. When she had more evidence she might know better what to do. Meanwhile, she merely went into the tiled chamber, which was indeed a bath, and pulled out the stone that let the water flow into the tub. Half a candlemark later, feeling like a completely new woman and one able to hold her own against even the stunning Medea, she crossed to the bedchamber where they had left her clothes and Orpheus’.

The men broke off their conversation and went to bathe as a group, Jason calling back to Eurydice that she should not take so long in dressing as she had in bathing, since Medea had told him that dinner would be served before sunset. And, indeed, the men were barely out of the bathing chamber when a servant opened the door and told Eurydice, who was in the central chamber, that the guests were summoned to the table.

They did not go back to the audience chamber but were led through one of the guardrooms to a curving stone stair that went up two stories. At the top, a door opened onto a rooftop garden that was enclosed by window-pierced walls. A round table was set with seven places, at three of which were Aietes, Medea, and Bounos. Medea gestured for Jason to come and sit beside her and Aietes called a welcome to all.

“I do not know whether I deserve a welcome,” Jason said, bowing to Aietes before he seated himself beside Medea. The others also took places: Mopsus next to Jason and Orpheus next to Aietes with Eurydice between them. “After all,” he continued, “I have come to take from you a treasure you have long held.”

“And which is rightfully mine,” Aietes said.

Jason did not contest that, merely said, “Yet I am pledged to obtain it and bring it back to Yolcos.” His voice held as much regret as determination. “For Pelias, my uncle and my king, has long been tortured by a dreadful dream. The ghost of Phrixos comes to him and bewails his untimely, and unnatural, death—at your hands, King Aietes—moaning that the cause was the golden fleece and that the fleece must be taken from Colchis before his spirit can come to rest.”

“It is a false dream!” Aietes exclaimed, his voice loud and angry. “I did no harm and wished no harm to Phrixos. The fleece was no cause for conflict between us. I am rich enough and even if I were poor, I would have counted ten times the gold the fleece carries to be a poor exchange for Phrixos’ life. We were friends, companions…” His voice shook, and he paused to steady it, then went on, “I do not care about the fleece now, either. If you can get it—” he laughed harshly “—you can have it.”

Eurydice strained to keep her face blank, or perhaps allow only a faint anxiety to show. Something about Aietes’ last speech did not ring true, as had what he said earlier.

“It is a false dream,” Medea repeated, her voice pouring like warm honey to sooth away harshness. “No one harmed Phrixos. He was beloved of us all, as are his sons.”

Orpheus frowned slightly and Eurydice bit her lip as Medea smiled. But Medea’s hand had gone out to touch Jason’s, and his attention seemed fixed on her too firmly to notice the uneasiness around him.

“But as I said before in the audience chamber,” Medea continued, smiling a little more broadly into Jason’s eyes, “it is not within my father’s power to give or withhold the fleece. It is guarded by a huge serpent, created or drawn to the fleece by my father who, most generously, gave authority over the serpent to Phrixos. When Phrixos died, his control over the beast failed, of course, and now no one has complete power over it.”

Jason shrugged. “If I have King Aietes’ leave, I will kill the serpent and take the fleece.”

He spoke with calm certainty. Medea’s grip on him tightened and her breath drew in. Jason’s eyes slid down to watch her full breasts move under her silken gown.

“You are sure you can kill the serpent?” Aietes asked.

Jason laughed. “I am sure I can try. If I do not kill it, I suppose it will kill me and thus free me from my pledge to Pelias.” He hesitated, then continued seriously. “I will give my pledge that if the serpent kills me my men will take no revenge nor will they try again to obtain the golden fleece—if you will let them go without let or hindrance.”

Aietes smiled. “I can give my oath on that. No one will interfere with their going at any time. Nor will the illusion of rocks and wild water hinder them.” His eyes studied Jason measuringly. “And I do not deny I would like to be rid of the serpent. On the other hand, the fleece is a rich prize, and I am not really willing to part with it. Thus, I will use two trials to try your determination—and your ability. But come, let us eat. I will speak of the trials later.”

Eurydice had kept her head turned toward Aietes while he spoke, but her eyes flickered back and forth between him and Medea. It seemed to her that when Aietes spoke of being rid of the serpent, a flicker of fear showed in Medea and a faint frown creased her brow when he mentioned the trials. She intended to think about it, but was drawn into conversation with Bounos, who had heard she was a witch and seemed very curious about her abilities. The food was surpassingly good, some of it odd but delicious enough that despite their varying levels of anxiety all ate heartily. After the meal, Aietes asked if Orpheus would play while they toyed with sweet fruit and wine.

Both Aietes and Medea expressed the greatest appreciation for Orpheus’ art, and both gave him a rich gift, but neither Eurydice thought—with some relief—was really deeply affected. Layer upon layer of protection spells, she suspected, dulled all sensibilities. And, she acknowledged, Aietes might be feeling some anxiety that distracted him from truly hearing Orpheus. Certainly, he returned to the subject of the trials as soon as he could politely do so.

Eurydice continued to look at Aietes and, with only flickering glances, Medea, who never once seemed to look at anyone but Jason. She could not decide whether Medea was simply better at concealing watchfulness or had discounted everyone else. Quite possibly the latter, Eurydice decided, as she saw the faint expression of contempt flicker across Medea’s face when her father described the trials. Jason would have to harness a pair of fire-breathing bulls—they were the only creatures strong enough, Aietes said, to pull the golden fleece from the water. However, even if Jason managed to harness them, they would not obey him until he plowed a field with them and sowed in the furrows the teeth of a dragon.

“I presume I must find and kill the dragon first,” Jason remarked, his tone and raised brows implying he now knew the trials were merely a device to make acquisition of the fleece impossible.

“No,” Aietes replied, smiling slightly. “I will furnish the teeth. They are another family treasure, handed down from an ancestor who did kill a dragon. And I will show you how to harness the bulls and how to plow the field.”

Now Medea wore a faint look of anxiety, but Eurydice could have sworn that it was a false covering for a kind of satisfaction. Medea was pleased with the trials her father had chosen, but she did not want him to know that she was pleased.

Jason was clearly surprised and trying to hide it. “That seems fair enough, more than fair,” he said, and then, “Why should you help me to steal a treasure from you?”

“Because—” Aietes hesitated. His eyes slid to Medea and then back to Jason “—I want the serpent dead more than I want to keep the golden fleece and yet, I cannot give up the fleece without a struggle. Besides, my help will not protect you from the fire the bulls breathe.”

“And what crop will you reap from the dragon’s teeth?” Jason asked.

“An army,” Aietes said, smiling again. “Perhaps if you showed yourself strong enough to command them, they would help you kill the serpent that guards the golden fleece.”

Jason frowned, then shrugged. Eurydice could read his certainty that Aietes would never have mentioned controlling the army if it were possible. However, he might be able to use the men—or whatever they would be—by some clever device. Jason, Eurydice knew, trusted himself to invent clever devices.

“Well, I will accept your challenge,” he said slowly. “I can think of ways to harness a bull without standing where it can blow upon me, and Colchis is too far from Yolcos for the army I will raise to be a threat to my people, even if I cannot turn it to my will. If you will swear in public, by oaths that will bind you, that once I have won the golden fleece, I may take it onto my ship and depart in peace, I will harness the bulls, plow the field, and deal with the serpent.”

There was some more talk between Aietes and Jason to refine the terms and times of the trials. It would take him, Aietes said, a week to bring the bulls from where they were confined, but Jason and his friends—Aietes nodded at Mopsus, Eurydice, and Orpheus—or even his whole ship’s company were welcome to lodge as his guests if they wished. Jason proffered thanks and assured Aietes that he would let him know before they did anything. A few more courtesies and they parted, Jason and his party following one of the inhuman guards down the stairs and back to their own apartments.

Although no one was sure whether the guard was instructed to listen, all remembered that Phrontes had said their memories were infallible so they remained silent until the door closed behind them. Then Jason asked, “Are there really bulls that breathe fire?”

Mopsus shrugged. “There are many legends of such beasts. I do not know of anyone who has seen them himself. Eurydice?”

She shook her head. “I do not know. Some legends are real. I once saw a cockatrice—Lady save me from another sight of the thing. About the bulls—I think the fiery breath will be an illusion, but it does not matter. To defeat an illusion by knowing it is such and rejecting or closing one’s mind to it, takes the deepest concentration. If Jason just had to stand before them and withstand the illusion, he might succeed. But he cannot do that. He must harness the bulls, which means half or more than half of his mind and will must be given to that. Real or illusion, Jason must act as if the flames were real. This much I will tell you—and you must believe me: If that breath touches you, you will burn in agony whether it is illusion or real.”

“That is true, Jason,” Mopsus said. “I have seen an illusion nearly strangle a man to death.”

“If I go with Jason, I think I could charm the bulls into quiet—”

“Orpheus!” Eurydice exclaimed. Her lover’s usually mild blue eyes were almost as bright as Jason’s as he contemplated this new, exciting challenge.

He smiled at her briefly, but his attention went back to Jason. “We would have to look over the ground. Perhaps I could play from up in a tree?”

“And where will you go when the bull sets the tree aflame?” Eurydice asked.

“But a tree cannot see an illusion,” Orpheus protested. “Why should it catch afire?”

“If the tree did not catch afire,” Jason said thoughtfully, “I think I could armor my mind against the illusion.”

“Perhaps.” Eurydice spoke through thin lips and set teeth. “But I do not think those guards of Aietes’ are illusion, and if he can conjure them, why not a bull with fiery breath? If my guess and Mopsus’ that the fire is illusion is wrong, you and Orpheus would both be dead. That seems a high price to set on a guess.”

“Well, at least we would not be able to scold you for guessing wrong,” Orpheus said, laughing.

Eurydice’s lips had parted for a none-too-pleasant rejoinder to such light-hearted nonsense in a serious situation when the door opened to show a very pretty maiden. “If you please,” she said in a meek little voice, “Lady Medea would like to speak to Lord Jason.”

“When and where?” Jason asked.

“Now, if you please, my lord,” the maid answered. “I will take you.”

Without more than a nod, Jason went out the door after the maid. Orpheus stood staring at the closed door for a long moment, then he looked from Eurydice to Mopsus. “Are you sure he is not ensorcelled?”

“I am not sure of anything,” Mopsus said bitterly. “Ever since we left Lemnos my powers have faded. I can still sense some things, but Jason was never easy to read and now I must believe what he says, for I have no other guide.”

“I do not think so, Orpheus,” Eurydice said. “Not that I would be able to feel a spell any better than Mopsus, but Jason acts as I would expect him to act. He said he wished to give Medea the impression that she had enchanted him. What could he do with the maid watching except respond at once to Medea’s summons?”

 


Chapter Eighteen

 

Orpheus said no more at the time, but he had not looked convinced, and over the week that followed, the question of how free Jason’s actions were arose more than once. On the one hand, Jason did not neglect his duties in the least: On the second day, he ordered that the Argo be anchored in the harbor rather than tied up at a dock. Although this meant the crew had to use the little boat to stand watches aboard, he did not explain his reason. In addition, he visited the ship regularly, making sure that the men were well quartered and that they were experiencing no difficulties in keeping watch aboard or in the city. He also arranged to resupply the ship. On the other hand, he spent every moment that those duties did not swallow, both day and night, with Medea. That he did explain. Aside from her natural attractions, which Jason made no pretense of ignoring, he told Orpheus that she had said she would help him pass the trials Aietes had set.

For the fire, she was preparing a salve that would protect him. She had taught him the secret words that Aietes used to control the bulls. And she had told him that what would spring from the earth after the dragon’s teeth were sown was an illusion of an army. That illusion could not be used to kill the serpent, who would not even see them, but it would be real enough to destroy him and his crew. If, however, Jason could throw a stone among them from a hiding place that would strike one of the mindless soldiers, they would turn on each other and fight until all were dead. Last but not least, because the serpent was well-armored and thus very hard to kill, Medea would provide Jason with a draught that would put the creature into a deep sleep—at least long enough for him to drag the fleece from the river so he could bring it back to the palace.

These were sound reasons for keeping Medea happy, Eurydice and Mopsus agreed when Orpheus passed on the information, but what made all of them continue to question Jason’s free will was his absolute reliance on Medea’s promises. Normally, Jason was a cautious and suspicious person who preferred to have several alternate plans to complete any venture should his first effort fail. Now, when they pointed out that he would die if his trust in Medea was unjustified, he said it would not be. When they begged him to consider other methods of achieving his purpose, he laughed and asked why he should look for a steep and stony track when a level, smooth-paved road was laid out for him to follow. What was more, Jason began to grow really angry at the constant warnings and ordered them to stop badgering him and, better yet, to stop speaking ill of their hostess in her own house.

At Orpheus’ and Mopsus’ insistence, Eurydice cast the strongest protection spell she knew and set it on Jason. It had no effect at all—Medea did not seem to know it was there, and Jason seemed no less enchanted with his lover. Eurydice could not determine whether that was because Medea’s magic was so superior to hers that her protection spell was of no value, or because no magic was being used to bend Jason’s will. Of course, Medea’s marking spell had not broken through the protection of Eurydice’s amulet, but the marking spell was a small thing without much Power attached.

There were other reasons, however, to believe that Medea was using no charms other than those of her person on Jason. He seemed so besotted that most women would think it a waste of Power to try to ensorcel him. Also, if a magic bond like that was broken, it was not unknown for it to lash back at the caster and do real harm. Such spells were not laid lightly. And most important of all, Medea actually seemed more besotted than Jason.

Eurydice was annoyed with Jason’s utter indifference to all their warnings, but Orpheus and the rest of the men seemed to feel obliged to help him. So, while Orpheus and the others tried to discover where the golden fleece was hidden, she did what she could. She went about the city, found a temple of her Goddess and introduced herself to the priestesses as a Gifted student of the temple in mountains north of Aprus. When she was made welcome, she enquired about the situation of the Gifted in Colchis. From there, she made a side excursion to Phrixos and the golden fleece—they knew the tale but nothing of where the fleece was—and came back to Colchis by way of the royal family. She did not dare ask specific questions about Medea, but it was not necessary. As soon as the priestesses heard she was a guest in the palace, they were eager to talk about the royal father and daughter.

The priestesses rather liked Aietes but thought Medea the more powerful sorcerer. It was a shame, they agreed, that Aietes’ Gift had bypassed his sons, which meant that Medea would end up as queen of Colchis. Several rolled their eyes. One youngster with angry eyes and a bitter mouth said that the only reason she was not queen already was that she had not found a suitable consort strong enough to rid her of her male relatives. The others hushed her quickly and begged Eurydice, for her own sake, to forget what she had heard.

“We understand,” an older priestess whispered in her ear, “that what is said—perhaps even what is thought—in the palace is soon known to the princess.”

They changed the subject after that, but half Eurydice’s mind stayed with Jason. Was the rumor that Medea knew whatever was spoken in the palace the reason Jason would not criticize the woman—and told them not to speak ill of her in her own house? Perhaps Jason was not as enamoured as he seemed, and certainly a number of things the priestesses had said implied that Medea was behaving in an unusual way with Jason. Her usual pattern was to bed a man and then discard him, sometimes badly damaged if he were one of the Gifted. Jason, contrariwise, was clearly flourishing in the best of health and spirits.

Eurydice dragged Orpheus out of the palace with a demand that he come buy her the gorgeous fabric she had found in the market, which was so unlike her that Orpheus simply came. As they walked, she told him in a low voice what she had heard.

“So I think it is likely she wants Jason just as he is, not in the false bonds of a spell, which can do strange things to a man’s abilities. Jason is certainly strong enough to rid her of her father and brothers, and sly enough not to say outright that he would not do such a thing.”

“Probably you are right,” Orpheus agreed, frowning, “but if he knows what she wants, how can he trust her?”

“If he knows she ‘hears’ what is said in the palace, dare he even hint he does not?”

“But he has said nothing to anyone on the ship either.”

“Would he? Those men are all over the town drinking and whoring. A slipped word can come back to the palace, too. I tell you, Orpheus, I am growing less worried about Jason than about Aietes. If ill befalls him, all Colchis will suffer.”

Not that there was much Orpheus or Eurydice could do, except to provide a haven for themselves by renting a room in a decent inn not far from the dock where the Argo’s small boat was tied. It would not have been safe to warn Aietes against his own daughter, but Eurydice thought it might be wise to let him know how far advanced was Jason’s courtship—or Medea’s. Unfortunately, that was also impossible because Aietes had disappeared. Medea said, and even Eurydice had no reason to doubt her veracity, that he had gone to reassert his dominance over the fire-breathing bulls, which took time. So Eurydice did the best she could and pointed out the obvious to Bounos, who she hoped would pass the word along. The steward’s reaction was disappointing.

“I had noticed,” he said, “My master will be delighted. He has been hoping for a long time that Medea would find a man who could hold her interest. That this one has bound her so firmly that she is willing to aid him in killing the serpent will make Aietes very happy.”

Later in their own chamber in the inn, Eurydice softly recounted this exchange to Orpheus and pointed out, “If the steward thinks Medea is entrapped by Jason, must it not be so? He has known her for many years.”

“She may, indeed, have fallen into the pit she dug for Jason, but I do not believe she has lost sight of whatever purpose started her pursuit of him—and that must be a nearer thing than being rid of all her male relations. Surely that will take time and careful planning. I have been thinking… Bounos and Aietes both spoke of being rid of or killing the serpent. If I remember correctly, that is not Medea’s purpose. Did Jason not tell us that she will give him a potion to put the creature to sleep?”

“You are right!” Eurydice exclaimed, then lowered her voice again. “What a fool I am. It makes a big difference. Medea said Aietes called the serpent and allowed Phrixos to bind it to the fleece. Is it not more likely that he would join Phrixos in that binding? And then, when Phrixos died the part of the spell bound to him would be free to be seized by another—most likely by the one who knew he was dead before any other. And if Medea—” Eurydice’s voice dropped still lower, until Orpheus had to pull her close against him to hear her at all; inns had thin walls. “If she had murdered Phrixos and had replaced his bond to the serpent with her own, she might, if her father had been distracted and not fought her off, have fastened some kind of lock on Aietes.”

“So Aietes wants the serpent dead and Medea wants it alive,” Orpheus mused. Then he shook his head. “But if that is so, why help Jason at all? One would think she would do her best to keep him away from the serpent.”

“Do not forget her other purpose. Once she became aware of the kind of determination Jason has and the adventures he has already accomplished, she would want him and realize that he could not be diverted. To keep him away from the serpent, she would have to kill him. Perhaps she enticed him originally for that purpose, but I am quite certain she no longer intends that. She is looking for a consort—a man to take her father’s place, a man she could control more easily.”

“You have contradicted yourself, Eurydice,” Orpheus said. “First, you said she would recognize Jason’s strong will and then that she wants a man easy to control.”

“The contradiction is not as much as you think. Her father fears and distrusts Medea and would examine ten times and, out of suspicion, oppose anything she suggested. Jason would love and trust her and be inclined to accept her ideas. She would know when he objected to something that it was a thing he thought unwise, not simply a desire to spite her.”

“True, but why should Jason accept a state of consort when he can be king in his own right if he brings the golden fleece back to Yolcos?”

“But does Medea know that?” Eurydice’s lips twisted. “Would he not let her believe anything she wished—until he had the fleece?”

“He might, indeed.” Orpheus frowned. “He would not lie to her, but he would not stop her from lying to herself.”

“No, doubtless he would encourage it by comparing the simple way of life in Yolcos to the glories and luxuries of Colchis. It would not be hard for her to believe that the rich life topped by her own beauty and skill abed would easily convince him to abandon his land for hers.”

Orpheus snorted gently. “A man is not so easily led about by his rod.”

“How well I know that!” Eurydice remarked bitterly and turned her back on her lover, quite out of patience with him.

Eurydice had no intention any longer of staying in Colchis. In fact, she had confessed to herself that had been as much self-delusion as Medea’s estimate of Jason. The only way she could have remained was to leave the ship the moment they came ashore and have nothing more to do with Orpheus or any other crew member. Once she had come to the palace with Jason, she was irrevocably tied to his purpose of retrieving the golden fleece. Thus, whether Jason succeeded or failed, Colchis would not be safe for her.

She had even confessed as much to Orpheus, who had been delighted and said he had known she would soon see reason. She cried out that it was not reason enough to take her to a land where they sacrificed their Gifted, that there were many safe places, good places where he could grow rich as a bard and she as a Finder and Healer, places like Salmydessus and Kyzikos, but he only shook his head and smiled and said that she would be safe in his village. He looked a trifle concerned when he spoke, but she could tell that was more for her fear than for any fear that she would not come with him. He was so sure a woman could be pulled hither and thither by her heart strings, but a man could not be led by his shaft.

As events fell out, however, Orpheus was quite correct. Jason could not be led around by his rod. Mopsus, who knew where Orpheus and Eurydice were lodging, came to the inn very early in the morning to tell them that Aietes had returned late the last night.

“I think those bulls do breathe fire,” he said, his voice trembling. “I do not think they are…living animals.”

“How do you know?”

“Have you seen them?”

Orpheus and Eurydice spoke simultaneously and Mopsus answered both questions at once. “I have heard them. The whole palace can hear their bellowing—and it is the sound of brass trumpets, not of a living throat.”

“Automata,” Eurydice breathed. “I do not like this.”

“What the devil are automata?” Orpheus asked.

“They are made things, made of brass or of wood, which are bespelled to behave as if they lived. But if the bellowing sounds are like a brass trumpet, possibly the bulls are made of brass and really can breathe fire.” She looked up, meeting Orpheus’ and Mopsus’ eyes in turn. “I did not know a man could do such sorcery. I thought only the gods…”

“We must do something,” Mopsus cried.

“Yes,” Orpheus agreed. “I think what we must do is go to the ship, explain what we believe to the crew, and lie in wait for him there. He will have to listen to us, then. There will be no escape to Medea’s chambers.”

“What if he does not come?”

Orpheus paused, frowning, then said, “He will come. He must. I do not know how long harnessing the bulls will take, but plowing a field and getting the soldiers to kill each other must take at least a full day. He must come, even if only to warn the men that he will be absent for a day or two.”

Orpheus was again correct. In fact, Jason arrived at the ship so early that Mopsus had barely finished explaining his purpose to Ankaios, who was in charge of the watch, and asking him to send word to the crewmen who were ashore to return.

“Yes, indeed,” Jason said, as his head came over the top of the ladder. “I was about to ask you to do just that, Ankaios.” He grinned around at the group of ‘conspirators’. “I have been your captain for over two years. Why did you suddenly judge me to be an idiot?”

“From looking at Medea,” Mopsus said.

“There was that little hiatus in our journey at Lemnos,” Orpheus added dryly.

Jason cast him an angry glance, but shrugged. “I am too close to my goal now to allow a woman, even one as surpassingly beautiful and clever as Medea, to turn me from it. I told you that I intended to make her believe I was totally enslaved—and then I discovered that she knew what we had said to each other.”

“We learned that too, although later than you did,” Orpheus said. “But you came to the ship every day. Why did you not warn us or—”

“Because she could pick your knowledge out of your mind as well as out of mine. I did not think she would bother after the first few days, but why should I take the chance?”

“Why are you taking it now?” Orpheus countered.

Jason laughed aloud and turned around to show a small sack strapped to his back. “Because I have the ointment she prepared, and she can no longer withhold it from me—although to tell the truth, I do not think she would allow me to be hurt now for any cause.”

“Jason,” Mopsus said tensely, “that fire will not be an illusion. No amount of belief in a magic salve will cool it. Eurydice says the bulls must be automata—”

“Yes.” Jason nodded, his expression now grim. “Medea told me last night. They were another gift to one of Aietes’ ancestors from the god Hephaestus. They are brass and they breathe real fire.”

“And you still believe the salve will be effective?” Mopsus asked.

The grimness in Jason’s face eased a little. “Yes. Yes I do believe it. She loves me—I am sure of that—and if she were going to let the bulls kill me, why should she spend so much time speaking of the soldiers, of the dragon’s teeth, and of how to tease the serpent into opening its mouth so I can cast in the potion. Aside from making sure I could say the words of control perfectly, absolutely perfectly, she dismissed the bulls. Being machines, they obey without any whimsy or distraction from flies and such.”

“Could she have spent time on the other trials and on drugging the serpent to distract you from the danger posed by the bulls?” Eurydice asked.

“Trust a woman to think the worst of another woman.” Jason shrugged. “It is possible. But tell me, in all your asking and searching, has any of you discovered a hint as to where we should look for the golden fleece if I cannot complete the trials and force Aietes to show it to me?” He looked around and saw the answer in their faces. “Very well, then the likelihood of finding it on our own is vanishingly small. I have no choice but to trust Medea in this.”

“But if your faith is at fault, you will be dead! Horribly dead. Is it worth it?” Orpheus asked.

Puzzlement, a faint contempt for a boy from a small village who had no great dreams, and a fierce determination flicked across Jason’s face. “Yes,” he said, smiling slightly, “it is worth the chance. If I can bring back the golden fleece, it will be a tale told forever. I will be as immortal as the gods.” He drew a deep breath and grinned. “But I am not so carried away by dreams that I cannot take some precautions. I can compare the words Aietes shouts at the bulls with those Medea taught me. If they differ, perhaps I will call off the trial on the grounds that Aietes lied to me by implying the bulls were living creatures with whom I knew how to deal.”

Mopsus’ eyes lit. “That is very clever.” He nodded. “Yes, if the words are right, then she expected you to live long enough to use them.” Then he looked worried again. “But a salve, a thin layer of grease and herbs, to stand between you and real fire…”

“There is no proof, even if the bulls are automata, that the fire will be real,” Eurydice said. “To build and maintain a real fire in the bellies of the bulls would be far more difficult a feat than to cast an illusion of fire.”

“Well said!”

Jason was pleased and nodded at Eurydice, but for the first time, she noticed, there was not the smallest acquisitive gleam in his eye. Now that he had Medea, who, he believed, was a far more powerful witch and who probably was far more physically appealing to him than she, he was no longer interested in her. Eurydice was delighted but wished she was sure that he would remain uninterested if Medea was stronger minded than she and refused to leave her own land to accompany him.

In the background, she heard a babble of voices, but the notion that had flitted so easily across her mind now returned with a force that wiped out the meaning of the words she heard. Had she read the intention of bringing Medea back to Greece in Jason? She had not been trying to read him. Nonetheless, she was quite certain that Jason did intend to carry Medea back to Yolcos with him. Only Medea was equally determined to keep Jason in Colchis. Eurydice shuddered.

“No, no,” Jason said, and laughed. “I never knew you were so tenderhearted toward me, Eurydice.”

She had no idea to what he thought she had responded with a shudder, but the talk could not have wandered away from the trials he must endure, and she said coolly, “Orpheus cares about you, and what hurts him, hurts me. Besides foolishness is foolishness.”

The generalities covered her lack of attention and Jason laughed again. “Well, I will not be foolish, which I would have told all of you sooner if you had held back all your well-meant advice. I do not intend to face an army, real or illusion, alone. That was no part of my agreement with Aietes. On the other hand, I do not want him to use that as an excuse to refuse to take me to the golden fleece, so you, Mopsus, will bring the crew along—except for ten, chosen by lot, who will stay with the ship—through the wooded area that runs along the northern road. That is where I must drive the bulls, and Aietes will accompany me to take the creatures back into his control if I falter, and to hold them while I deal with the soldiers of the teeth.”

“And will you go from there to the river where the golden fleece lies?” Ankaios asked.

“No, that will end my labor for the day. On the next day, Aietes will drive the bulls to the fleece and see how I deal with the serpent—but he told me no more than that. I hope I will be able to come again to make plans, but it is possible there will be ceremonies or some other function that will keep me away. Lynkeus must watch the palace. If he sees us—Aietes, Medea, and me—going somewhere together, Mopsus should take half the crew and try to follow.”

“The bulls I cannot charm,” Orpheus said, “but the serpent is a living thing. I will come with you, Jason. I cannot think Aietes will object to your having one companion.”

Eurydice choked back her protest. She had finally learned that arguing with Orpheus when that light came into his eyes was futile. He would kiss her and comfort her, laugh at her for fearing for him, grow angry and sullen if she persisted, but never change his mind. He did love her; she knew that. She could feel it in him whenever he looked at her, or spoke to her, or touched her. He would gladly go her way and yield his own notion of pleasure to hers when they were at leisure, spend his last copper piece to buy whatever trinket she desired, defend her to the death from any danger. However, when her wishes came into conflict with his duty or his eagerness for adventure or his love of home, he simply assumed her will would give way to his. Well, why not, she thought bitterly. So far it had.

She would have argued anyway, fear for him being a stronger force than experience and good sense, except that she had already foreseen what would happen. She had known Orpheus would go with Jason ever since he first offered to try to charm the bulls, so she had been planning what to do. Besides talking to the priestesses at the temple, she had prayed to her Lady for strength—and that she had received. She was a full vessel of Power and would even dare challenge Medea if Orpheus’ well-being were at stake. She hoped it would not come to that, but the touch of the Lady had given her confidence enough not to waste words pleading a cause she could not win.

She had another string for her bow, too. Virtually certain now that her spells were as invisible to those of Colchis as theirs were to her, Eurydice intended to go with Orpheus and protect him, wearing the look-past-me spell. She knew he would be truly furious if she interfered, but had decided she would rather have a furious lover, even one so angry he deserted her, than a dead one, who could never change his mind about anything.

Once the decision was made, Eurydice had worked out and prepared a spell that she was almost certain would stun the serpent. Of course, it would also stun everyone else in the area, but that did not matter if she could get Orpheus out of harm’s way. Thinking of that now, she had to stifle a giggle. Perhaps with everyone except her and the bulls—the spell would not affect them—lying unconscious, she could even get the golden fleece. She could imagine Jason’s reaction to that! But it really would be wise to learn, if she could, the words to manage the bulls while Jason dealt with them. She hoped being wrapped in the look-past-me spell would not garble the magic words.

It was a question that would never be answered because Eurydice had no need to use the look-past-me spell at the trial of the bull’s harnessing. Nor had there been any need for Jason to bid Mopsus to bring the men in secret along the road. When Jason returned to the palace, accompanied by Orpheus, Eurydice, and Mopsus, the guard at the gate told him that Aietes was awaiting him in his private audience chamber, and another stepped up to lead the way. To their surprise, far from objecting to Jason’s having visited his ship, Aietes urged him to invite his men to watch the trial of harnessing the bulls and plowing the field for sowing the dragon’s teeth. However, he was less willing to grant him the one companion to confront the serpent.

“If you kill it, well and good,” he said. “You will take the fleece away. And if you do not, you will be dead and unable to betray where lies the golden fleece. A companion watching from a distance might escape, and the secrecy we have so long maintained will be broached.”

However when Orpheus explained why he wished to accompany Jason, an odd sort of pain showed on Aietes’ face. He desired equally desperately that the serpent die and to retain the golden fleece, Eurydice guessed. First he shook his head, but before long his determination began to waver.

“If you can help Jason kill the creature…” he mused, then asked, “You will need to be close to do that?”

Orpheus nodded. The king hesitated a moment longer and then also nodded.

“Very well,” he said, looking at Jason. “Orpheus may accompany you.” He turned to Orpheus. “You understand, do you not, that if Jason fails to kill the serpent, it will destroy you as well as him.”

Eurydice drew in her breath sharply, but Orpheus nodded once again, smiling slowly. “I understand.”

 


Chapter Nineteen

 

The brazen trumpeting, roaring almost, made Eurydice leap from her bed and run to the window of the palace where she and Orpheus had slept that night. By common consent, they had nothing private they wished to say to each other. Both knew that any private words would almost certainly erupt into a violent argument—and they could make love in their chamber in the palace more privately and freely than in the thin-walled inn. The window did not overlook the place into which the bulls had apparently been released, but the sound of their bellowing permeated the whole palace.

She and Orpheus barely splashed water on themselves in a sketchy pretense of washing and threw on the nearest garments they could find. Ordinarily, both had the habit of dressing with some care for both needed to please clients, but no one would be looking at them on this day. In the central chamber, they saw Jason, naked as the day he was born, with Mopsus opening the jars Jason had been carrying the previous day. Eurydice looked at the salve within.

“Wait,” she cried. “Is the salve complete? Are you sure Medea herself should not apply it?”

“Yes,” Jason said. “She gave me the jars and said she would not expect to see me until tomorrow morning when she will bring me the potion for the serpent.”

A ball of ice formed in Eurydice’s midsection. Gave him the salve she knew would not work and abandoned him to die in the fiery breath of the bulls? Had she been wrong entirely? Had those glances that passed between father and daughter been those of tight knit allies rather than rivals on the border of hatred? But she dared not betray even the smallest shred of doubt, for she believed that Jason’s conviction the salve would protect him was half its effectiveness.

“Good,” she said. “Then it is not dependent on some spell that must be applied at the last moment and is likely to fail too soon.”

“No.” Jason smiled. “The ointment is good for however long it is on the skin. If I did not have to wash or change my clothing, I might be eternally fireproof. But it will last until the end of the day, except for my hands.” He frowned. “I do not see how to prevent the salve from wearing off my hands.”

“Smear some gloves with it, inside and out,” Eurydice said quickly. “Then if you must take them off, say for buckling on harness, your hands will be covered with the salve from the inside. And if you must leave them off, you can resalve your hands any time by handling the gloves.”

Jason looked at her just a heartbeat too long before he smiled again and said, “You always think of the small things that solve a myriad of problems before they start.”

Eurydice smiled. “That is the difference between a great sorceress and a small witch. The great ones have no need to worry about little problems—and mostly they are not too pleased to keep company with those of lesser Power, lest those learn too much.”

The smile lingered on Jason’s lips, but it no longer lit a speculative gleam in his eyes. Eurydice was satisfied, but after they had Jason well covered with the salve and had broken their fast from a tray brought by a servant, Orpheus drew her back as they were going down to the audience chamber and asked angrily why she had said that.

“You know why,” she replied, not caring if Medea ‘heard’. “Whenever I do something Jason thinks is clever, he starts to think of owning me again. I am nothing—to his mind—in comparison with Medea. I just made sure that he knows she will not tolerate me in her company.”

“Stupid!” Orpheus muttered. “Did you not guess that he intends to take her with him when he leaves?”

“Of course I did.”

“Does it not occur to you that Jason might seek a reason to leave you behind if Medea does not desire your company aboard the ship?”

“It occurred to me,” Eurydice answered coldly.

“Did it also occur to you that Aietes might well seek out and punish anyone associated with Jason if he succeeds in taking away the golden fleece?”

She shrugged. “Yes. I know I cannot live in Colchis, but for a while Aietes will be too busy worrying about Jason and whether there is some way he can get back his fleece to trouble himself about one small witch. There will be time enough to escape Colchis.”

He stopped and caught her by the arms so she had to face him. “Did you say that to Jason to make him leave you behind? To force me to stay here with you? I will not. I have always told you I must go back to Greece.”

“Then go,” Eurydice said. Her voice sounded strange to her, as if her lips were frozen, and it was not surprising if they were because she was so cold inside. “I only offered you a pairing until we came to Colchis. You are free to leave, as I am free to stay or to go elsewhere.”

He stared at her, his eyes bleak and grey; then he let his hands slip from her arms and continued in the wake of the others. Eurydice followed, her body so stiff with shock that her movements were jerky, like a puppet. Her mind was nearly blank, playing over and over again her angry words and his silent response. She could not believe that Orpheus had simply accepted what she said without a word of protest.

Eurydice was hardly aware of the meeting between Jason and Aietes and did not hear what they said to each other. She just followed numbly as the men went through the palace, out a door on the opposite side from the city below. She had never used that door; as far as she knew, there was only wild land beyond the palace in that direction.

Aietes and Jason went through the doors, while the guards directed Mopsus, Orpheus, and Eurydice through the guardroom and up a stair which came out onto a wide balcony. The noise the bulls were making was deafening and Eurydice hung back for a moment, staring stupidly through the doorway at the outer wall. She was unable to understand what kept the bulls there until she realized that cross walls had been built between the palace and the outer wall creating a stone-walled courtyard. Numb with pain though she was, Eurydice put her hands to her ears as she stepped out onto the balcony.

Once there, even grief could not dull her amazement at what she saw. The red-gold bulls, stamping and scraping at the stone-paved ground, were making almost as loud a din with their metal hooves as from their brazen throats. For metal they were, brass or bronze, but they were perfectly formed and, except for the way they gleamed, could have been taken for living creatures. The overlapping plates of which the bulls were fashioned could easily have been creases in a living animal’s flesh—narrow strips coming from under each segment of the band that ran from crown to shoulder so the neck could turn from side to side and rise up and down. Wider panels joined to form chest, barrel, arid haunches; rounded segments attached to natural looking joints made up the legs. All the parts slid against each other so smoothly with each movement that the motion seemed entirely natural.

A many-throated shout drew her attention from the bulls. The crew of the Argo was coming out onto the top of the outer wall, the men shouting in amazement at the sight of the brazen bulls. That noise sent the creatures into a frenzy, and they rushed around the courtyard, gouts of yellow, rosy-tinged flame shooting from their mouths and nostrils. Into the midst of that chaos stepped Aietes, who shouted a single command. Eurydice tried to hear, but the word was garbled by the noise from the men and the bulls, which had stopped running but were still bellowing at the top of their lungs. No keen-hearing spell would be of any help, Eurydice knew, and bit her lip with chagrin.

Nor was she more successful in hearing Aietes’ further commands. He stepped forward as soon as the bulls stood still and she could see he was carrying a double yoke with its two U-shaped neckpieces over his shoulder and an ox-goad in his hand. As he approached, the bulls pointed their brazen horns in his direction, shooting flame from their mouths and nostrils. He spoke again and the bull nearest him lowered its head a little, whether at the command or better to spout flame directly at Aietes, Eurydice could not guess. If the latter, it was a useless exercise.

Ignoring the flame, which was now long tongues of yellow tinged with red, Aietes came right to one bull’s shoulder. Perhaps he spoke again; Eurydice thought so but could not hear, and Aietes used the goad to prod it closer to its companion. Although the spell words must have restrained the creature from running, at the touch of the goad, both flung their heads about and tried to gore Aietes. Standing just barely beyond the reach of the horns, with a practiced motion, he flung the yoke over both creatures’ necks.

The moment the yoke fell true, all the violence stopped. The bulls still breathed fire, but no more than the normal puffs of breath of an animal after strong exertion. They were silent now and stood, seemingly as placid as well-broken oxen, while Aietes fitted the neckpieces and drove in the metal pins.

Eurydice’s heart fell like a stone as she watched Jason’s actions. Medea had, very likely, taught Jason the spell words he would need, but no one could teach that practiced lift and turn of the heavy yoke to make it fall true over the necks of both creatures. And that, Eurydice was sure, was the key to the spell of obedience on the metal animals. On the other hand, if the cast failed, Eurydice thought, the spell might well be broken altogether, freeing the bulls to gore and trample their would-be master.

The yoked bulls were silent and answered to the touches of the goad without hesitation or resistance. The watching men were awed into equal silence. In that quiet, the clinking of the pulling chains and the rattle of the plow that Aietes was fastening to the yoke sounded loud. When the plow was raised so it would travel without the coulter touching the ground, Aietes shouted and the double gates through the outer wall were opened. Jason hurried across the courtyard and went out the gate hard on Aietes’ heels. Mopsus and Orpheus rushed around the balcony to join the rest of the crew, who were running down the stairs of the guardroom and out the gate to follow Jason.

Eurydice stayed where she was. She had seen fields ploughed before. With the compelling excitement of taming the bulls over, her own problems pushed the—to her—unimportant subject of Jason’s trials out of her mind. She walked slowly along the balcony to where a stone bench overlooked the rail, as if to provide a seat for a small audience to watch some action that took place in the stone courtyard. The courtyard was empty now, but the sun touched the end of the bench and Eurydice sat down there. It was still early enough for her to crave the warmth—or was it an inner cold rather than the morning air that chilled her?

It was stupid, she told herself, to have hoped that Orpheus had changed his mind. She had been fooled over the weeks it took them to reach Colchis by his obvious delight in adventure, by his obvious delight in her, into thinking he would be content to talk of going home while continuing to wander with her until they found a place that satisfied them both and took that for his new home. She had thought that if Jason refused to take her farther—and he was well within his right to do so, as she had only bargained to be taken to Colchis—Orpheus would be delighted with the excuse to remain behind with her.

Orpheus had said that his oath only bound him to help Jason obtain the golden fleece. That too had fooled her, letting her assume that he would be glad to have an excuse to leave the ship and crew once Jason had fulfilled his quest. She saw now that he must have made some kind of bargain with himself that permitted him to travel and enjoy his adventure as long as his oath to Jason bound him. When the quest was complete and Jason went home, however, he felt he must also do so.

That left her few choices. She could simply leave Colchis now—this would be a good time when the men were all occupied and before Aietes had won or lost. She could go down to the harbor, get a little boat to take her across the river, and find a merchant ship that would be willing to take her anywhere that a Gifted person would be welcome. But she had little metal left to pay for a passage. She had not worked since they came to Colchis—she had been too busy about Jason’s business, she thought bitterly, and had also made a generous offering to the temple on his account. And there was no time now to earn, although she was sure the priestesses at the temple would recommend her, because Jason would…

Would likely be dead this afternoon. What would happen then? Jason had given oath that his men would not try to get the golden fleece or to avenge him; Aietes had given oath that he would allow the Argo and her crew to leave Colchis in peace. So they would go. To stay would surely make Aietes believe they were seeking a way to get around Jason’s oath. Who would be chosen as leader then? Not Ankaios; he was too young and not forceful enough. Mopsus? Orpheus? It did not matter between them. Both would consider themselves honor-bound to return as swiftly as possible to Yolcos to report Jason’s death and the failure of his mission. But the whole point was not to go to Greece. Of course, it was a long, long journey. With Jason gone, the behavior of the crew or something else might convince Orpheus to leave the ship—but not if he had been chosen leader.

A long, long journey. The words repeated in her mind. If Orpheus were not chosen leader… Better yet, if Jason succeeded—even if he took Medea with him… No, actually it would be better if he took Medea with him. That she-wolf would surely try to be rid of another witch and, while Orpheus’ conscience would not permit him to leave the home-bound Argo on his own, neither would it permit him to allow Medea to attack his woman. Eurydice had often seen how quickly he sprang to her defense, even against Jason, even when she did not need defending. How much more quickly would he defend her against a woman he did not like…and how long would Jason endure the quarrels and Medea’s demands that he be rid of her. In such a case, Orpheus would go with her, she was sure.

Eurydice took a deep breath and began to feel the warmth of the sun comfort her body. Suddenly she took her lower lip between her teeth. Might Medea be so contemptuous of her that she would not care that Eurydice was also on the Argo, or not care enough to annoy Jason by asking him to be rid of her? She could, of course, encourage Medea to dislike her more intensely—but she would have to do that subtly, more subtly than she had spoken to Jason. Her lip slid free. There might be no need for any obvious act to irritate Medea. Eurydice was reasonably sure she had had no trouble with Medea only because she had effaced herself. Medea had seldom seen her since she learned Eurydice was Gifted. Eurydice suspected she need only obviously be there, on her usual good terms with the crew, and once or twice offer some advice to Jason. She smiled broadly. Yes, that would do it.

In the midst of the smile, she uttered a sob. Fool that she was, fool! She was happy because she had somehow convinced herself to go along with Orpheus, to let him believe she had yielded and would go to Greece. But was it a pretense? Was she lying to herself about yielding? Not yet. Eurydice straightened her back. She had yielded so far that she would board the Argo for the homeward journey, if she must.

However, she swore to herself that on the long journey she would go on planning to separate herself and Orpheus from the ship and try to wean him from the notion that Greece was the only place he could live. She was surprised, looking back, at how little they had spoken about it. She had hardly made a direct reference to her continued reluctance to go to Greece on the voyage to Colchis. She shook her head again. No wonder Orpheus had been shocked and angry.

There was still a chance she could change his mind—but only if he had no call of duty or honor to return to Greece, which meant that he must not be chosen as leader, which meant that Jason must survive the trials. Well and so, she must do what she could to help Jason. The lip slid between her teeth again and this time she gnawed it. The greatest danger was setting the yoke on the bulls’ necks. She closed her eyes and tried to remember spells for strength and dexterity. She knew some but felt a strong reluctance to use them. Jason was by nature strong and dexterous. If the spell did more than enhance the natural ability, it might tangle up his response and do harm.

As she continued to prod her memory for the kind of spell she needed, it suddenly occurred to her that Mopsus and Orpheus had not argued the hopelessness of the task. Neither had cried out in protest even after seeing that throw of the yoke… And then she remembered there had not been a sound from the rest of the men who were watching, either. Doubtless they had been surprised, but had they thought the task too formidable for Jason, perhaps they would have groaned or given some other sign of disappointment. She remembered, too, that Jason had not been raised as the son of a king but by his mother, far from the city he would rule. Most men, even noblemen, ploughed their own fields. Perhaps Jason was not so unacquainted with yoking a pair of oxen as she had thought. She need only warn him that the correct seating of the yoke might well be the key to the whole spell.

Although Eurydice stood near the door, ready to run down to the corridor the moment Jason returned, she never got the chance to speak to him because he never came through the inner doors. First, she heard the noisy return of the crew to the balcony, then the outer gates opened and Aietes drove the bulls through, but neither he nor Jason moved toward the inner doors and Eurydice realized that the bulls would be released and reyoked without either man entering the palace. Grimacing with chagrin, she walked forward to watch.

Aietes had already unhooked the plow from the yoke and prodded the bulls forward, away from it. Then, he removed the pins of the neckpieces, which he handed to Jason, followed by the neckpieces themselves and the goad. Finally, he came to the side of one bull, lifted the yoke—and the bulls came angrily to life. Both roared with rage and wheeled toward Aietes, blowing gouts of flame. Good sense would seemingly have dictated that he drop the yoke and run, and perhaps he would have done so, but Jason had come forward and seized it. Virtually tearing it from Aietes’ hands, he swung it over his shoulder—and shouted the spell word. The bulls stopped just short of Aietes who had leapt away when Jason grabbed the yoke. Each swung its horns viciously, but could not move until touched by the goad.

Aietes turned toward Jason and nodded, acknowledging that if Jason had delayed invoking the spell of control over the bulls, he might well have been gored. Jason smiled.

Eurydice clung weakly to the railing of the balcony. It seemed that Medea truly wanted Jason to succeed and had done more than teach Jason the words of the spell. Whatever her reason for not being present to watch Jason—Eurydice’s thought checked and ran off on a tangent: Would she have been able to watch Orpheus risk his life when she did not dare do anything to help him? Surely Medea’s father was able to sense her magic, so to help Jason would likely give Aietes the right to call the trial invalid. Could Medea’s absence have no greater significance than that she had truly fallen deep in love with Jason and feared for him? Then surely she would go with him to Greece.

Shaking her head, Eurydice thrust a quiver of sympathy aside and realized she had no real evidence that Medea was mad for love and would follow Jason aboard the Argo. Though it was possible that Medea had explained carefully to Jason the significance of the yoke, which was greater than Eurydice had suspected (she now guessed that the words of command would not work for anyone who did not hold the yoke), there was an alternative. Jason was clever. He might as easily have realized that he must do exactly whatever Aietes did. She saw, now that she had caught her breath, that he had placed the neckpieces over his shoulder in the same position that Aietes had worn them.

Jason was slower than Aietes in approaching the bulls, more careful to avoid their flaming breath, more deliberate in positioning them, and he commanded both to lower their heads before he placed the yoke. He did not attempt to emulate Aietes’ skillful cast from the side either, but having tricked each bull into looking outward, slipped between the bulls’ heads, raised the yoke and dropped it to their necks before either could swing back to gore him.

Eurydice did not bother to watch the rest of the process but walked around the balcony to join the men, who had just let loose a loud cry of triumph after their tense silence and were starting toward the stairs. She hesitated at the back of the group, staring outward as the gates were opened to let Jason drive the bulls through, uncertain of whether to humble herself by trying to find Orpheus and make her peace with him.

“You did not mean it, did you?”

Eurydice jumped and gasped. Orpheus had stepped out of the shadow of the landing as she approached it. She looked up to meet his eyes and sighed.

“You told me you must go home to Greece. I told you I did not wish to live there.” She blinked away tears. “I do not know what I meant.”

The men were all down the stairs and Orpheus drew her close. “I was not asking about that.” He smiled sweetly. “You will like Greece when you get there. You cannot dislike a place you have never been.” Then he lost the smile and his brows drew together. “Anyhow, that is not important. You did not mean I was no more to you than a casual body in your bed, did you?”

Eurydice was so enraged by his insistence that she would like Greece that she nearly thrust him away and said that she did regard him as a casual body in her bed. The memory of her own bleak misery when she thought she had driven him away made her bite back the words. She sighed again, louder.

“It is not a question of whether or not I like Greece,” she said. “It is a question of whether Greece will like me, and if not, whether I will survive their dislike.”

He bent his head and kissed her. When he lifted his lips away, he was smiling again. “Do not be so silly,” he said. “Everyone likes you. Is there a single man on this ship who does not? And they are all Greek.”

“We are all foreigners together,” she began, then shrugged.

She could not think how to explain to him that in the context of a crew member she was “not a woman,” so the patterns of propriety expected of a woman did not apply to her, and the men were not offended by her free behavior. At home, in a house, each man might not be so indulgent of her independent ways. The women of a household might be even less understanding. However, this was not the time or the place for a long careful explanation. Eurydice vowed she would not again make the mistake of letting Orpheus forget that she did not want to go home with him, but right now it was more important to make sure that Jason stayed alive, which seemed her best chance of getting her way.

“We should go,” she began again. “I am not so concerned about the plowing, but I do not like the business of sowing the dragon’s teeth.”

Orpheus drew a sharp breath, as if she had reminded him of something important, nodded and drew back, so she could start down the stairs. Once out of the gate, they could just see the tail of the group of men, and they started after them but without hurrying. It would take Jason some time to plow the field.

“Can you do anything to help him?” Orpheus asked.

Eurydice shook her head. “I am afraid to try. I cannot sense the magic of this land, so I cannot tell what kind of spell will animate those who grow from the dragon’s teeth—or even whether they are real or illusion. I am afraid that any spell I cast would be tangled into the local magic and cause harm instead of good. I could try to cast a look-past-me spell on Jason, so the dragon’s-teeth soldiers would not see him. But that might be worse than useless. I mean, it is possible that the dragon’s teeth will not be affected by my spell, or even that they might be attracted by it rather than repelled by it. Meanwhile, we would find it very difficult to see him, so the men could not even help him fight.”

They walked on in silence for a little while and then Eurydice added, “One good thing, I am sure now that Medea is truly eager for Jason to succeed in this trial. She must have told him of the significance of the yoke. If she had wanted him to fail, she needed only to have held that back, even though she taught him all the correct words. I believe that she must have told him truly what to do about the crop from the dragon’s teeth.”

Orpheus nodded. “What she advised sounds right. We are all to conceal ourselves in the wood or down below in the ditch beside the road—Jason, too. When the soldiers rise from the field, we are to throw rocks or sticks but to keep ourselves carefully hidden. Hmmm.” Suddenly he picked up the pace. “We had better make clear to all the men that it is important to obey Medea’s advice. Most of them are very suspicious of her—my fault and Mopsus’. Neither of us liked the way Jason was behaving, and we planted suspicion of her good will. Also, the crew were grumbling about how far away from the field the woods and ditch were. They felt they could not come in time if Jason were attacked at once.”

“I hope he will have sense enough to retreat as soon as he has finished his sowing,” Eurydice said rather breathlessly. She was nearly running to keep up with Orpheus as he began to overtake the men.

“Yes.” Orpheus frowned. “But it depends on how fast the creatures grow. Some from the first furrows might be full grown by the time the last is sown.”

“The men must spread around the field as evenly as they can on all sides. Then they can cast their first stones as soon as any of the dragon’s teeth seems to be free and intending to attack Jason.”

“Or even before,” Orpheus said thoughtfully, slowing down so he could look at Eurydice. “Once their arms are free they can slash at each other as they grow.”

“Yes,” Eurydice agreed, picking up the pace voluntarily. “Even if they cannot reach each other, their attention will be fixed away from Jason.”

With this plan in mind, they hurried onward. The road went on along one side of a medium-sized field, on which one long, straight furrow ran from end to end. Some of Jason’s men were walking down the road. Along the other side of the field ran a narrow track backed by a wooded area. More of the crew was moving along that. Aietes was standing at the corner of the field, and Jason was just lowering the coulter to start the second furrow. Without any further words, Eurydice headed out on the narrow cart track while Orpheus strode down the road.

There was plenty of time to talk to each of the men while Jason ploughed the field, plenty of time for the men to spread out and find good hiding places along the three cart tracks and the road that edged the field, plenty of time to search the track, the ditch by the road, and under the trees for sticks and stones that would fly true into the field. Eurydice knew she could not throw so far, so she came back through the trees to where Aietes waited, watching Jason plough. Eurydice stopped in concealment, close enough to see and hear, but out of sight herself.

The king now had a large sack in his hands. Eurydice wondered whether he had picked it up while they were leaving the courtyard between the gates or had “summoned” it once he was certain that Jason could manage the bulls. The expressions that passed in turns over his face were, Eurydice thought, a good confirmation of her earlier guess that the king could not decide which he wanted more—to have the serpent killed or to retain the golden fleece. Nor could Eurydice decide which emotion predominated when Jason, having finished his ploughing, lifted the coulter, prodded the bulls around, and returned to Aietes.

“Where are your men?” the king asked.

“Watching from safety,” Jason replied.

Aietes hesitated and then burst out, “I will not say you failed the trial if they help you subdue the dragon’s teeth. Since your men will not be able to accompany you to the place of the golden fleece, you will need the dragon’s teeth to help you kill the serpent.”

“When I need the men, I will call them,” Jason said. “They are not far.” Then he looked at the bulls. “Shall I drive them back to the palace?”

“No need,” Aietes replied, and shouted a word.

The amulet on Eurydice’s chest seemed to leap against the tunic under which she wore it, and it became painfully hot. She caught it through the cloth and held it away from her flesh, gasping with pain—and the next thing she knew Aietes had the ox goad in his hand and Jason was standing by the end furrow with the sack Aietes had been holding.

“I will take the bulls back,” Aietes said. “There is no need for me to watch you sow the teeth and reap the crop. I will know your success by sunset, for by that time you will have returned—or not returned.”

Eurydice watched Aietes prod the bulls into movement and go off along the road to the city. He had frozen them, she realized, and she had fallen victim after she pulled the amulet away from her skin. Or, perhaps the protective spell had been burnt out by the power of Aietes’ enchantment. She shook her head slowly. The spell had been so effective that she had no memory of how he had transferred the power over the bulls from Jason to himself. He could have performed the whole yoking ceremony for all she knew. Or, had the bulls been frozen also? A spell that would work on automata as well as humans would be useful.

She said the word she had heard over and over in her mind, wondering whether it would work, as the words of command over the inhuman guards worked even though she had not performed the original spell. And would it work away from Colchis? Would it remain undetectable to sorcerers who used the kind of magic she did? She was dreadfully tempted to try the word, but the last thing she wanted was to freeze Jason when he had already set a half furrow of dragon’s teeth into the ground.

Eurydice watched him move along the furrow, thrusting a stick into the ground, twisting it, stooping to drop something into the hole, and stamping the earth over the “seed.” The motions had been a little awkward at first, like an action half remembered, and his face, when he came back toward her doing the second furrow was twisted with wry memory. By the time he began the fourth row, he was moving swiftly with the practiced swing of one who had performed the task many times before. Eurydice transferred her attention to the furrow nearest her, but she could see nothing that gave any sign of life.

Suddenly, she felt very much alone and she shrank back farther into the trees and began to make her way closer to the road. Mopsus was crouched down in the ditch not far from where the track turned off from the road. She heard his quickened breathing when she came close, and her head whipped around toward the ploughed field. The first furrow was surely swelling, heaving. Eurydice swallowed hard and restrained a shudder.

“Do you know where Orpheus is?” she whispered to Mopsus.

“Ahead,” he muttered, his eyes fixed on the field.

Eurydice started to creep out of the ditch, bent as low as possible to keep out of sight, but she could not resist casting a glance over her shoulder. She swallowed again, wishing she had not. Something grey and rounded was just breaking through the earth. Terrified, she leapt to her feet and ran back into the trees as fast as she could. Then, heart pounding, she hurried as fast as she could without making too much noise, parallel to the road toward the back of the field.

Twice she slowed and came to the very edge of the trees to peer up and down the ditch. She saw the hidden men easily enough because they were flattened against the opposite side of the ditch, which would make them much harder to see from the field, but none of them was Orpheus, and she wanted to be with Orpheus. Although she tried not to look, knowing it would only make her more frightened and uneasy, she simply could not keep her eyes from the field. The first time there were only those horrible grey protuberances rising from the earth, and she ran on shaking with revulsion, almost forgetting the need for silence in her greater need to seek safety and sanity in Orpheus’ arms.

Only the fear that she would miss seeing her lover, more desperate than her horror, made her slow again. Orpheus was still not in sight, but the thing she saw from the corner of her eyes as she sought him made her look more directly at the nearest furrow. The first few teeth sown had grown enough to have broken through the soil entirely; each was now a helmeted head, upright, but with closed eyes.

Oddly, that made her feel better and she stood staring, struck by a feeling of familiarity. That was ridiculous, she thought, setting out again but at a reduced pace with more care to be quiet. Who could be familiar with a head growing out of the earth? Nonetheless, the sensation teased at her while she passed the end of the field so she could cross the ditch and the road out of sight of those rapidly growing heads. When she had made her way back through the trees toward the track that circled it, she paused and peered through a clear spot above a bush.

Heads were coming up now in the second and third rows and, in the first, the faces were completely clear. Eurydice’s hands flew up to stifle a gasp. The guards! She was sure that when those eyes opened, they would be the strange, faceted orbs of the beings who guarded the palace and Aietes himself. What was growing from the soil was no illusion; this was the source of Aietes’ inhuman protectors. Her eyes widened above her masking hands. If what she believed was true, there was a way for Jason to subdue them, as Aietes had said. Somewhere, long ago, a tale she had heard as a child…was it at the temple or back in her home village? Never mind that! The tale said that if the sower came back to the first being grown before its arms were free but when its eyes had opened and said to it the word of mastery, it would obey him. If he subdued the guardians, Jason would not have to fight the serpent. He could send this small army of beings against it!

Taking a chance she leaned out of the shelter far enough to see the beginning of the first row. The shoulders were just starting to break through; the eyes were still closed. She swung her head. Jason was halfway down the last row. He would have time… Time for what? What was the word of mastery? The same first word as made the guards open the gates? Eurydice began to walk along the track as quickly as she could, peering into the woods as she went. She saw several of the men, who made angry gestures at her to hide herself, but only waved a reassuring hand at them. She could not explain, because she was somehow sure that the growing guards were sensitive to human voices, but she was sure her soft steps along the clear dirt would not wake them whereas thrashing through the bushes might. And as she neared the rear corner the danger was less because the domes of the helmets were barely showing.

She was nearly weeping with frustration when she turned the corner and started down the side of the field opposite the road. If she had dared take the time, she would have kicked herself for not realizing where Jason and Orpheus would be—at the corner where Jason had set the last of the dragon’s teeth. She could have saved herself going all the way around had she retraced her steps. She increased her pace as much as she dared while keeping her steps light and finally was close enough to the end of the row to slip into the wooded area.

“You were taking quite a chance,” an angry but scarcely audible voice said into her ear while a hard hand grabbed her arm so hard she bit her lip.

“Let her go.” Orpheus’ voice was equally soft, perhaps more dangerous.

Eurydice glanced over her shoulder at the field, but the earth was barely stirring in the last row and that before it showed only the smallest glimpse of grey.

“Never mind that, but listen both,” she murmured urgently and went on to tell them what she had deduced and now believed. “Was there another word Medea taught you?” she asked Jason at the end of her tale. “Any word you did not use to control the bulls?”

His eyes were the dirty blue of old ice. “No,” he said, “but Medea does not want the serpent killed and these—” he gestured with his head toward the growing soldiers “—could be used only to kill.”

“Could it be the same word that commands the guards to open doors or let us pass?”

“Those work only with Medea’s sign,” Jason protested.

“Oh, no,” Eurydice said. “They work perfectly well without—and without the words ‘By the Lady Medea’s will’ also. Nor is it my Gift that forces the guards to obey the command because they will pass Orpheus also.”

“It is too dangerous,” Orpheus put in.

Jason’s lips parted, but before he could speak a confused noise, a wordless caterwauling, burst out at the other end of the field. They all looked and could see the creatures risen from the dragon’s teeth, free to their waists now, struggling to loose their arms and hands from the earth, already raging, Eurydice could not guess what had set them off. Perhaps one of the men had thrown a stone too early, or perhaps one of the creatures had noticed some movement among the men. She drew a deep, uneven breath. If Aietes brought forth the creatures in this way and still managed to bring them under control…

Jason shrugged. “It is too late to try,” he said, gesturing toward the field.

That was clear enough. Even as far as the fourth and fifth rows, where heads were barely clear of the earth and the eyes still closed, those heads were turning toward the sound. There was nothing to do then but wait while the dragon’s teeth grew to full stature. They arose from the earth armored and with sword in hand and, infuriated by the simplest irritation—being struck by a stick or stone—turned on each other to fight to the death. Clearly they were nearly mindless; not one tried to see from where the blows that struck him came. Each merely turned on the nearest object and struck out.

Had they been human, Eurydice would have been devastated. Each had to be hacked to pieces before he stopped fighting. Yet she had no sense of pain, no pulling of the need to Heal. Still, she could not continue watching. She touched Orpheus’ hand and pointed back toward the palace. He nodded, and silently as she could, she slipped away into the woods behind the field. When she was far enough away that she was certain no sound she made could attract the dragon’s teeth, she sought the road and set off for Colchis.

The guards passed her as they had all week and she went to the chamber she shared with Orpheus, sat down, and stared unseeingly out of the barred window. The trials Aietes set seemed to be over—Eurydice had no doubt the dragon’s teeth would all kill each other—but subduing the serpent would not be so easy. If Jason’s men could have accompanied him, she did not doubt among them they could have killed the beast. But Medea did not want the serpent dead, so she would not help Jason get his crew to the spot. On the other hand, Aietes did not want men with the knowledge of the whereabouts of the golden fleece to complicate the task of guarding it; he was doubtless hoping that a man as strong and clever as Jason could deal the serpent a death blow—and perhaps take his own at the same time. Eurydice’s brow creased in a frown and she rubbed wearily at the marks. Who knew but that Aietes might finish off the serpent’s work if Jason was only stunned or maimed? She jerked upright, her breath hissing in. Orpheus—that idiot—was going to accompany Jason.

Eurydice hoped she was strong enough to stun the whole lot, including the serpent, if Orpheus seemed to be in danger, but she hated to trust magic. The beast might be impervious to magic, as had been the harpies. She had to find a way to permit the crew to get to where the serpent guarded the golden fleece.

 


Chapter Twenty

 

The sun was dropping toward the west when Orpheus strode in and pulled her to her feet, catching at her breast and buttocks. His expression was an obscene leer, and he said, “Come out to our room in the town, I want to be more private with you than I can be here in the palace.”

Eurydice was so shocked—she had never seen such a look on his face or been groped so crudely, even when he touched her and looked at her before coupling—that she let him pull her right out of the palace and down the street. Finally, when thought penetrated surprise and she realized the only thing that could have waked such an appetite in him, she wrenched her arm free and spat, “If it takes a field full of dead to rouse your lust, I can do without it!”

He turned to look at her in amazement. “Do not be so silly, Eurydice. I thought you understood. I could not think of a better excuse to get you out of that place where Medea’s nasty claws catch and turn over every thought. She is just the kind to find senseless killing stimulating. But actually, there was nothing to run away from. Jason and I think now that they were not real, only illusion, despite what Aietes said. They do not bleed, you know. And when one falls, at last, he turns back into a tooth!”

For the moment, what the dragon’s teeth were was far less important to Eurydice than what Orpheus was. She stared into his face. “You mean that lust was not real?”

He laughed. “Always when I am with you.”

“That is not what I mean, and you know it. In the palace—I could feel a hot sickness in you.”

He cocked his head questioningly. “Yes, of course. If I did not feel that excitement, Medea would not either. For that matter, those who listen to me would not feel my songs if I felt nothing. But it is not truly real.” He took her arm and caressed it gently. “When I desire you I cannot turn it off in a few heartbeats’ time.”

“An illusion like the dragon’s teeth soldiers?” Eurydice smiled, much relieved, covered his hand with hers, and began walking toward their inn again. After awhile she shook her head. “I have been thinking about the dragon’s teeth. I am not sure, even if they turn to teeth again that they are illusion. Aietes said the teeth were another gift to his ancestor from the gods.”

“How convenient. One would never have to hire soldiers and never run short of an army.” He laughed. “Jason must have thought of that. He was considering gathering up and keeping some of the dragon’s teeth.”

“No!” Eurydice exclaimed. “If they are not an illusion, you may be sure that Aietes has a true count of the number. Beside that, although I can sense no magic in them, I am quite certain they reek of Power to anyone who practices Aietes’ and Medea’s form of the art. Both Medea and Aietes would know at once if Jason tried to take and conceal some.”

“So I thought, and Jason agreed, but then he got the notion that if he could plant one tooth at a time, he could use the command word—”

“But if it did not work, the creature would have no one to fight but Jason. However good a fighter Jason is, I think the creature would kill him.”

“Oh, he thought of that. He managed to snatch a tooth from the corner where he had first set it as seed without drawing the attention of the still-fighting soldiers and had replanted it after all the others were dead. Then he did what you said and spoke as soon as its eyes opened. The trouble was that that word is only part of the spell, it seems. He spoke it and the creature stared at him, and continued to stare at him without aggression but without the capability of carrying out any order. There must be some other spell that makes it capable of understanding, but nothing we tried would invoke it.” Orpheus hesitated and then said, “He had to kill it before it was free of the earth.”

Eurydice shuddered. She could see by the twist of Orpheus’ lips that he, too, found it hard to stomach the notion of cutting the creature apart while it was helpless and unresisting. Still, it clearly did not feel as men felt, and Jason’s experiment had been reasonable.

“I am sorry that the idea did not work,” she said, as they entered the inn.

Orpheus looked surprised, but walked away to order a meal be brought up to them. Then he followed her up the stairs and closed the door of their chamber behind him before he asked softly, “Why? To speak the truth, those creatures send cold chills up my spine.”

“Mine too,” Eurydice agreed in an equally low voice, pulling Orpheus with her until they could sit at the tiny table and lean their heads close across it. “Still, they could have killed the serpent. Does it not occur to you that to be caught between Medea’s and Aietes’ wills is likely to be an uncomfortable situation? Aietes wants the serpent dead and Medea does not. And without support from the crew—”

“But you know that Jason told Mopsus to watch and follow.”

“And I am sure that Aietes guesses that Jason would do that. There will be some devices set to stop them.”

Orpheus said, “They are not easy to stop,” but he was frowning as he spoke.

“Not even by Aietes’ guardsmen?”

“I am not so worried about them. They have their good points, but cleverness is not one, and Jason’s crewmen are clever. I think the crew could avoid them, or a few could lead them away. If there are spells of confusion, though, the men could be wandering around in circles forever.”

“Our amulets stopped Medea’s spell,” Eurydice said thoughtfully. “I know it was only a minor spell, but my amulet also stopped Aietes’ freezing spell when he took the bulls from Jason at the field.”

“Freezing spell? Aietes used a freezing spell?”

“Yes, did your amulet not burn you?”

Orpheus looked shamefaced. “I was not wearing mine. I knew Medea would not be there and that Aietes would not try to cast a spell on the whole…” His voice drifted away. Aietes had not only tried, but succeeded in casting a spell on the whole crew. “I will not forget it again,” he went on a little grimly, “but how do you know he cast a freezing on us all?”

“Because I was caught by it by being almost as silly as you. My amulet burnt me, and I pulled it away from my skin without thinking—just as I saw everyone freeze. By the time I understood, it was too late. I, too, was frozen. But did you not wonder how Aietes came to be holding the bulls and Jason the sack of teeth when no one saw the exchange?”

“No, I did not,” Orpheus replied through thinned lips. “And no one else did, either. Was that part of the spell or a different one?”

Eurydice sighed. “I do not know. You cannot imagine how dreadful it is for me not to be able to feel their magic. It is as if I were suddenly deaf and blind.” She sighed again. “Of course, they do not seem to be able to feel my spells, either.”

“No, that is true.” Orpheus hesitated and then went on, “No one noticed when we wore the amulets, and yours almost saved you from Aietes’ spell. Could not an amulet break a spell of confusion?”

Eurydice shook her head. “I feel as if all I say is, I do not know, but it is the truth. This magic is utterly strange to me. Nonetheless, providing five or six of the men with amulets—I could not make any more than that,” not and also reserve enough strength for a spell of stunning or freezing against the serpent, she thought, but did not mention that, continuing smoothly, “and those five or six could lead others by the hand. It is a better plan than any I have thought of. I did think of going with the men, but—”

“No! Absolutely not! It is far too dangerous.”

“Too dangerous!” Eurydice burst out, jerking upright, too angry to moderate her voice. Orpheus gestured at her furiously, and she bent close to him again and lowered her voice but continued tautly, “It is too dangerous for me to follow with twenty or thirty men, but not too dangerous for you to go alone with Jason into the maw of the serpent?”

Orpheus shrugged indifferently. “Jason will have his potion and Medea will be with us as well as Aietes. As for me, I will have my amulet, and I will wear it against my skin. Besides, I will not be near enough to be taken into the serpent’s maw. I was not thinking of any danger from the serpent. But if Aietes wishes to keep the whereabouts of the golden fleece secret, the gods alone know—if even they know—what traps have been set along the way. And I do not mean only magical traps. The crew must take their chances. They are oath-bound to help Jason obtain the fleece, but you are not. If you can make amulets for them, I will be grateful, but you will not go with them. You will stay here so I know where to find you when I return.”

“And if you do not return?” Eurydice’s dark eyes glittered.

“Then you will get on the ship with the part of the crew who will be holding it. They will take you to Salmydessus or to Kyzikos, or any other city you like, on their way home. But you are talking nonsense. I will return.”

Eurydice opened her mouth to make a scathing remark about the stupidity of overconfidence and the fact that she would do what she thought best, when she heard something scrape along the door. She jumped up and opened it, and the inn servant came in with a large tray, which he set on the table. Orpheus passed him a small piece of copper. Eurydice watched him go out the door and close it behind him. She was grateful for the interruption, feeling like a fool for arguing with Orpheus; she had never intended to tell him that she would go with him to confront the serpent. If he knew, he would worry, and Medea would pick the knowledge from his mind.

She was afraid to give in too easily, lest that make him suspicious, so all she said was, “Let us eat without quarreling,” and began to serve out the food.

Orpheus had looked at her fixedly for a moment after she spoke, but then obligingly began to talk about what sort of thing would be suitable for the amulets and where they could find such items. However, even when they were finished eating, Orpheus did not raise the question of her remaining behind, which rather surprised Eurydice. She had been ready, after suitable resistance, to give him a false promise, but she was glad it was not necessary—for a while. By the time they had gone out into the market and found six harmless looking trinkets on which Eurydice could impress her spells, Orpheus’ seeming indifference to whether she would remain in Colchis had begun to worry her.

It was nearly dark when they left the market, but Eurydice insisted on going back to the palace to retrieve Orpheus’ amulet, which she wished to recharge, and then to the temple of her Goddess to cast the spells. She could have cast them in the inn or even in the palace, if they were as invisible to Aietes and Medea as their spells were to her, but in the palace a kind of uneasiness prickled her skin and set up a fluttering in her belly. She even clung to Orpheus and begged him to come with her, saying she was afraid to walk alone in the dark. He looked at her with raised brows and a small smile, for she had told him more than once that she could defend herself, but he came readily enough and enchanted the priestesses while he waited in an outer courtyard by singing praise songs to their Lady.

In the inner chamber of the sanctuary, Eurydice could not hear her lover’s singing. She was aware only of a sudden upwelling of Power that flooded into her and poured from her into the amulets until they quivered and glowed. One, a little glazed ceramic dog, burst with a loud report and peppered the chamber with tiny shards, but none struck Eurydice. She wished, as she gathered up the amulets, that she and Orpheus could stay at the temple where she was sure they would be safe, but this was consecrated to the Maiden Huntress. No provision was made at this temple for rites of fertility, as in temples of the Mother, and this night, which might be her last with him for all she could know, she could not forgo her need for Orpheus’ body.

Although she pleaded with him to sleep at the inn, that need made her agree to go with him when Orpheus insisted he had to stay at the palace to be sure he would be with Jason when he left. But when they were within, the strange fluttering in her belly and an even stranger quivering inside her head drove her to throw herself upon him as soon as the door of their chamber was closed. Eurydice was surprised herself and could feel Orpheus stiffen, not only to hold them upright but with shock. Although she was no reluctant bedfellow, in the past, she had usually responded to his advances, not initiated her own—at least not so grossly.

His rigidity was warning enough. She did not yield to her terrible craving to seize his genitals or bite his mouth or even drag off his tunic with fingers bent to claw his skin. Desperately, she fought the insidious urges that beset her. Calling on her Goddess for help, she forced restraint upon herself, pressing the length of her body against his, bringing her arms up to hold him—as much to control her hands as to satisfy her need to embrace him. And one hand struck the cithara. Again she had to fight an insane urge to rip the instrument off him and fling it across the room.

“I am afraid,” she whispered.

The stiffness went out of Orpheus’ body immediately. His head bent over hers and the grip of his arms changed from merely holding to prevent her from falling or pushing him over to a tighter and yet gentler embrace. Then, with an abrupt push, he thrust her away. Eurydice had to ball her hands into fists to keep from seizing him, and then she saw that he had put his hands behind his back.

He said, “There is nothing to fear, love. If Jason kills the serpent, Aietes will protect him from Medea and if he does not, Medea will protect him from Aietes. If the fleece is taken, Aietes will not have any cause to silence the crew. And no matter what happens, you will be safe in Colchis, blameless.” But his voice was strange, harsh, almost cracking, under its smooth beauty and his eyes, usually so gentle, glared.

“You fool,” she cried, “I do not fear for me, but for you. What if the serpent kills Jason?”

He shook his head and said through gritted teeth, “I do not believe Medea would permit that. I do believe she well and truly loves him.”

As he spoke, Eurydice could see the muscles in his upper arms flex, as if he were straining against something. Suddenly, he whirled away from her. She almost leapt upon him again, barely checking herself as she realized he was lifting his cithera off his back and placing it on a bench with exaggerated care. Somewhere inside a warning struggled to free itself from the smothering weight of lust that lay upon it. Eurydice was dimly aware, but not enough to prevent her from pulling the pin from her cloak and tearing off her gown. Her hand rose to lift off the amulet, but at that moment Orpheus’ tunic fell to the floor following his cloak. Eurydice stepped forward, hands outstretched to stroke his buttocks, to slide between his legs.

She never had the chance. He turned around, seized her, threw her on the bed, and flung himself atop her. Startled by a ferocity that was no normal part of Orpheus’ lovemaking, Eurydice again became briefly aware that something was wrong. She struggled against the urge to meet violence with violence, to claw him and strike him, but, in fact, Orpheus did not follow that violence with more. For a long moment he simply lay atop her, kissing her hungrily. He seemed to be enforcing stillness upon himself, but Eurydice found it only increased her own lust. She could feel the rise and fall of his breathing, the tiny trembling of the muscles of his belly and thighs, the heat and pressure of his hard shaft, which could not rise because it was trapped by her body.

She was flooded by a conflicting tide of emotions—atop was a red and ugly lust that demanded she use Orpheus like a dildo, but mixed with it was her own honest desire, more urgent and more violent than she could ever remember, but still eager to give him as much joy as she received. Both demanded their linking, however, and her arms tightened, one around his neck and the other sliding down over hip and buttock to scratch gently at the backs of his legs and probe between his thighs. That was hard. She had all she could do not to dig into the tender flesh with her nails.

Orpheus cried out and bucked against her, released her lips, and twisted his head and neck so he could seize on her breasts. The movement was so quick and violent that Eurydice expected he would bite her. Instead, his tongue licked out, passing over one nipple and then the other. The quickness remained; he moved his head from side to side so swiftly that the sensation in her breasts seemed continuous. Eurydice began to shake with need. Her ability to struggle against the urge to seize and rape became weaker. She pulled at Orpheus, too lost in her passion to find words for what she wanted.

Fortunately words were not necessary. As if he could no longer resist, Orpheus lifted himself, curving his body so that his mouth did not leave the breast he had settled upon. He was sucking now, a little too hard for comfort, but Eurydice had a great aching hollow to fill and the pain, which normally repelled her, now only increased her lust. She felt for his shaft, scored it with her nails; he gripped her arms so hard her flesh ridged between his fingers. That pain incited her to respond, to dig in her nails and tear, but her need to fill herself with him was now even greater. She positioned him, embraced him with her legs, and tightened them about him with passionate strength as he thrust to drive himself deeply into her.

He howled as his shaft plunged home, throwing up his head and arching his back to push himself still deeper. Seated so far that the bones of his pubis and hers ground together, he dropped forward and drew, shaking as he fought for control, but Eurydice’s locked legs slammed him back into her. She heaved against him, ignoring the bruising she endured while trying to swallow him whole, and writhed from side to side. Orpheus was stronger. Flexing his knees and straightening his arms, he drew free. Eurydice cried out in protest, but he plunged down again so hard her body slid up a little in the bed. Once more he heaved and plunged, but this time he tried to lie still. Eurydice could not endure it. She flexed and relaxed her legs, wriggled back and forth.

“Dice stop,” he gasped.

She did hear him, but she no longer cared. Eurydice’s hands had joined her legs in forcing his body to move within her. Orpheus struggled not to close his hands so hard that he would choke the breath from her—but not for long. Soon every other desire was drowned in a climax so violent that he cried out more in despair than pleasure, hearing Eurydice’s voice also, choked and savage, as ecstasy tore her apart.

Both lay still, almost stunned by an explosively pleasurable physical reaction that had brought no pleasure at all and left no joy, no contentment. Eurydice still clung to Orpheus, but she knew he would soon pull away, disgusted.

“That was not me,” she whispered, her eyes full of tears. “I fought it as long as I could, but my own pleasure got all mixed up with it, and…”

“Let me go.” Orpheus rolled off her, but he did not turn away, as she had feared. He slid an arm under her neck and drew her close again. “It caught me, too.” He sighed. “It was something separate inside me, like a madman who loves pain driving me to wring pleasure from you at any cost. I had this terrible desire to bite your nipple off, to throw you on the floor and kick you, and most of all to use you like a boy. What was it?” He looked over his shoulder at the lamp-lit room.

“I am not sure. I do not think it was a spell. My amulet did not warm or cool. Besides, who would bother bespelling us to make love, which we would do anyway?”

“Medea?” Orpheus asked. “To make us angry and distrustful of each other when the fit was over?”

It was plain he did not care if Medea was “listening.” He wanted her to know they were aware of her intrusion and that it had not succeeded in its purpose. Eurydice did not care either. Despite the fact that she had made her plea to the Maiden, and what she and Orpheus had done accorded to no rite of Hers, Eurydice felt the Power of the Goddess stir within her. Likely, she could have warded off the lust that had nearly conquered her, but it was so mixed with her own need—and then she became aware that the fluttering in her belly was gone as was the prickling of her skin and the quivering inside her head.

“You may be right,” she said slowly, “but if you are, I do not think it was a deliberate spell cast at us. I suspect it was more a—a spilling over of what she was thinking? desiring? experiencing? Herself.” She went on to tell him of the odd sensations that had made her take the amulets to the temple and that had fastened on her when she entered the palace again. Then she said that they had stopped. “Is that because Medea is asleep? Is it possible that I am becoming attuned to the magic they use?”

Orpheus held her even closer. “I am glad we are coming to the end of this adventure,” he said. “Much longer and I will be raving against sorcery as rabidly as any peasant in Greece.”

Eurydice jerked away out of his arms. “You say that, and yet you desire that I come with you to Greece?”

Orpheus rubbed her cheek gently with his knuckles. “Oh, Eurydice, I might as well have said the peasants raved against learning or anything else. It is only a saying meaning the peasants are ignorant and has nothing to do with you anyway. You will be doing no sorcery. What sorcery is there to do in a small village? And the people of my village will know you and trust you.”

“Are you telling me that no Gifted person born and bred in a Greek village was ever sacrificed by those villagers to Hades?”

“Not in my village,” Orpheus said, his voice flat.

“You will destroy me,” Eurydice whispered.

“I will protect you,” Orpheus assured her, gathering her into his arms again.

Had it been any other night, Eurydice assured herself, she would have wrenched herself free and gone to sleep elsewhere. This night she could not leave him. There was the practical problem that she needed to go with him to pass out the amulets and speak to the crew who would try to follow Jason, Medea, and Aietes. And there was the need to be with him. Surely he would be safe, safer than Jason because he would be farther from the serpent and because she would be there, ready to protect him. If the serpent could be affected by her magic…if… Her own arms came up and hugged him as his hugged her. Eurydice closed her eyes savoring their closeness.

* * *

She woke alone, jerking upright in the bed when she realized that Orpheus had not simply turned away from her but was gone. Having reached out to him and found emptiness, she also discovered that the place hollowed by his weight was cool. He had been gone some time. It was black as pitch in the room. Orpheus must have put out the lamp, hoping she would sleep until wakened by the full light of day. Cursing him, she got out of the bed too, stumbling around in the dark to find the door to the outer chamber.

The fool! How would she find the crewmen to give them the amulets? Or had he taken them? A worse fool if he had The men must be warned that they must wear the things against their skin, that a warming or cooling of the trinket was a sign of magic directed against them, and that they must endure without snatching the amulets away if they grew very hot or very cold.

The dim light of a night lamp showed her the amulets were still in the pouch she had laid on the table—all except Orpheus’, which he had taken. Now rage flowed up Eurydice’s breast. So this was why he had not argued with her or extracted any promise from her to remain in Colchis! He thought he could just slip away.

The anger cleared away the panic, and she almost laughed. She would have no trouble finding the men—her feeling of desertion had made her forget her own skill—and Orpheus was ten times a fool if he thought he could escape a Finder of her ability and one who knew him so well. To reassure herself she cast out a Seeking and Found in a little wood to the west, not far outside the palace walls. Orpheus and Mopsus were together, talking. Around them were others.

Keeping her inner eye on her lover, Eurydice took the lighted lamp from the central chamber and went back to the bedchamber to dress herself and to gather their few items of clothing and other possessions. She and Orpheus would not be returning to the palace, although she knew that Aietes expected Jason to bring the fleece back there. She shook her head as the thought came into it. Jason had said he thought Aietes’ suggestion a wise idea—but he had never actually agreed that he would bring the fleece to Colchis.

As she folded her finest undertunic and thrust it into the leather bag that held her red dress, Eurydice wondered how much Medea knew—whether she had been able to penetrate the surface thoughts Jason wanted her to read, through the self-deception Jason himself did not know he practiced, to his real purposes. She obliterated the last two thoughts hastily, knowing she should not take the chance that such notions would be picked up by a seeking mind, and fixed her mind on the harmless idea that Aietes might be less welcoming to them once Jason obtained the fleece and the inn would be a safer lodging. Actually she was not much concerned; she felt none of the alarming tingles and quivers that had troubled her the day before and there was a kind of absence around her that hinted no one was “listening.”

Inside her head, she was aware that Orpheus had left Mopsus soon after she began packing. While she rolled his tunics and an extra pair of sandals into a large drying cloth, she had an image of him walking out of the wood and along its edge toward the wild lands north of the palace. Eurydice fastened everything together with two girdles—it did not make a large bundle—and slung it on her shoulder. She left the bedchamber, pausing to tie to her belt the pouch that lay on the table of the outer room. Orpheus was still walking but more slowly now, peering around through the gradually lessening dark as if looking for something. Eurydice hoped he would find it soon and settle down because she would have to leave her watch on him to Find Mopsus. She should be able to do that at any time, but what if the curtain of deceptions set on the path interfered with her Finding? She leapt toward the outer door needing to be near Orpheus physically—and the door opened, and Mopsus was there.

He was breathing heavily, as if he had been running, and he seemed very disconcerted to see her awake and dressed. “I came to wake you,” he said uneasily. “Orpheus had to—”

“Let us go,” Eurydice said. “You can take me to the men.”

Mopsus’ mouth opened, closed. He took the bundle from Eurydice’s shoulder and said hurriedly, “Yes, yes, the men. You are right. We must go out.”

He had remembered that Medea might be “listening” to their thoughts, and he babbled away about how much the crew had enjoyed staying in so civilized and luxurious a city as Colchis, how reluctant they would be to leave it, how they were looking forward to the feasting and celebrations when Jason brought the fleece to the city. Eurydice could not help wondering what he was trying so desperately to hide, if it was not simply that he and his men would try to follow Jason to the serpent.

They had walked down the corridor nearly to the turn to the outer door when a psychic shriek of indescribable torment rang through Eurydice’s mind. Mopsus cried out just as Eurydice screamed and uselessly clapped her hands to her ears. Distant and dim a physical cry seemed to echo down the stairwell but it was nothing compared to the screaming that went on and on and on in her head, tearing at her. She stopped, shuddering and moaning, only to be jerked into motion by Mopsus who had seized her wrist and began to run.

“No,” she whimpered, “no. Someone’s soul is being twisted all awry. Let me—”

But Mopsus only ran faster, tightening his grip on her wrist until the pain of the bones grinding together brought some rationality to her. There was nothing she could do. She was blind and deaf to the magic of this place, although the anguish inflicted had been so enormous that it had, a little, broken through the barrier. It was fading already, the psychic shrieks of hate and agony dying out of her mind, and then Eurydice discovered that it must have been Aietes who had been attacked and cried out in his torment. The inhuman guard lay across the threshold, his faceted eyes black, as if they had been burnt out, the spell that bound him to such life as he had, broken.

“Holy Hera,” Mopsus breathed, “will the door be sealed? Will we be locked inside?” But when he flung himself at the portal, it opened and he dragged Eurydice through.

Not that Eurydice needed dragging any longer. She was now as eager as he to be out of the palace. They ran quickly across the black-paved space between the palace and the outer wall, only to find another guard dead—if one that had never been alive could be dead—athwart the great gate. Mopsus bent to try to move the large dead weight while Eurydice tried to lift the bar that shut the gate. But the guard had no weight; it rolled halfway across to the portico steps under Mopsus’ first push. The Seer shuddered and wiped his hands convulsively on his tunic. That creature was now no more than an empty husk, like those locusts left behind when they came out of the earth.

Turning his back on the thing, Mopsus went to help Eurydice raise the bar and pull open one of the gates. Two other guards, fallen beside their spears, lay on the other side. Mopsus and Eurydice drew together to be as far from the bodies as possible but something, perhaps the faint tremor of the earth as they passed, shook one into dust. Before either had taken another step, a single tooth lay there, gleaming silver in the starlight. Eurydice uttered a choked sob and, ignoring the danger of tripping in the dark, began to run. Having hesitated long enough to take a good look behind them, Mopsus caught up and loped along beside her, assuring her that they were not being followed.

“No, I know,” Eurydice gasped, slowing as panic receded. “But if one enchantment is broken, others might be also. I was afraid the whole palace would come down.”

“I never thought of that,” Mopsus said, then shook his head. “No, that palace is far older than Aietes. He admitted the bulls were god-gifts. I think that palace was built by a god, and I doubt the little lives and troubles of those who live in it, even if they are what we think of as mighty sorcerers, would have much effect on it.”

They were walking by then, Mopsus now and again glancing up at the line of trees, black against the star-silvered grey of the sky, to steer Eurydice by some landmark to where the crewmen of the Argo waited. She nodded agreement to his guess. Aietes had spoken of his ancestors living in the place—poor Aietes. Eurydice allowed herself that one brief sympathetic thought and then firmly put out of her mind the question of whether Medea had killed her father. It did not matter. Whether he was dead or bound in some way, Aietes would not be with them when they confronted the serpent and that was all to the good. Aietes wanted the serpent dead and might have insisted Jason fight it even if he could get the fleece in an easier way. Jason only wanted the fleece; Medea wanted Jason and would probably arrange for him to get the fleece by the safest path.

Eurydice was glad to see that the men seemed prepared for anything. Not only were they fully armed, but they carried coils of rope, hooks, spikes for climbing, and other devices looped over their shoulders and attached to their belts. She drew the amulets from her pouch, explained what they were and how they must be used.

“I am not certain they will work or whether those led by the amulet wearers will be affected. I can only tell you that if the amulet grows hot or cold, it is warding you from a spell and the hotter or colder it grows the stronger is the spell. You must not lift it from your skin—” She told them how Aietes had frozen them the previous day and how she had been caught by the spell because she had pulled the amulet away from her flesh. Then she shrugged. “If the pain is too much, you will just have to give up your pursuit.”

“Can we change the amulet from one man to another?” Castor asked.

“It depends on what type of confusion spells have been set. I do not know them all and certainly do not know the kind they have here. If it is only to make the path look impassable or confuse direction so that you go around in circles, you should be able to exchange them, if you all stand still and close your eyes. If the spells are directed toward your minds, so that those who are unprotected do not know each other or remember what it is they are supposed to be doing, I would not move the amulet for any reason. The moment you free yourself from its influence, you will be in the same state as your unprotected fellows and either not know them or forget you were supposed to be giving one the amulet.”

Polydeuces, who had taken the image of a clenched fist and hung it around his neck, smiled at his brother. “Do not worry about me, brother. Another mark or two on my hide will not dim my beauty.”

Eurydice shook her head. “I do not know whether the pain the amulet causes will actually mark the flesh. It did not mark mine. It is the spells that seize the mind, I think, that will cause the most pain. Those are bad spells. I hope those who are protected can keep control of the others.” She sighed. “Lady help me and all forgive me, I know so little. I can only hope and pray the amulets work at all.”

“You have done your best and we will do ours,” Mopsus said. “Now Lynkeus will take you back to the inn.”

“I thought I would go with you—” she began, but Mopsus was shaking his head firmly.

“No, not one step. Orpheus forbade it and warned us you would try to accompany us. He warned us, too, that there might be physical traps set along the road to the golden fleece. Please, Eurydice. It is for your own safety.”

“Oh, very well,” she said, pretending to be more annoyed than she was. She had never wished to accompany the men, who might become lost or contused. She had always intended to follow Orpheus.

“Here is your bundle,” Mopsus said, handing it to her. “Be patient. Orpheus will be furious if you run off by yourself after we are gone.”

Better furious, Eurydice thought, than dead, but all she said was, “There is no need for Lynkeus to trouble himself to come with me. I can get to the inn myself.”

“It is no trouble,” Lynkeus said. “I must go back to the ship anyway. I only came to tell Orpheus what we planned, so he could tell Jason.”

He came up beside her, took her bundle, and put a hand on her arm to turn her toward the open land. Eurydice was now more annoyed than she looked. She did not wish to walk all the way to the inn, then back to the palace. There might be time enough—she cast out along the thin line of Finding she had bound to Orpheus and Saw him curled against a large tree—but she would be tired to death. For one moment, she wished sensation could travel across that thread of Finding. She would have sent a kick where it would hurt along to Orpheus, sleeping peacefully, while she was assaulted by psychic blows and had to run back and forth…

Her angry thought was interrupted by Lynkeus, who said, “We will sail along the coast and turn up the first navigable river. Medea told Jason that the stream in which the fleece lies is too wide and strong to attack the serpent from the back. If so, likely as it flows to the coast it widens into a river. Since the fleece is in walking distance of the palace, Ankaios and Mopsus and I felt there was a good chance it was the closest river mouth.”

“That was good reasoning,” Eurydice said, nodding.

“Well, there is some chance we will be able to come near to the serpent along a path Aietes does not have guarded.”

“Aietes’ spells,” Eurydice breathed, hesitating in her stride as an idea came to her and then hurrying forward. “I did not think of the ship. I should have made more amulets. I did try, but one burst.”

She glanced behind but could not see anyone watching. The men had probably settled down to rest or possibly moved closer to where Orpheus was waiting for Jason. They would not see her. She stopped abruptly.

“Wait,” she said. “I have just thought. For you on the ship there is no need for the amulet to look like an ornament. I can bespell three pebbles, which you could hold in your hand or tie somehow so the stone would touch your flesh but still hang around your neck.”

“Can you?” He smiled at her trustingly.

Eurydice felt a little guilty but what she intended would do no harm. “Let us find three pebbles, smooth as possible,” she said, murmuring under her breath the freezing spell as he turned away.

She found one suitable one immediately and squatted down to clean it thoroughly by scrubbing it with her tunic. Lynkeus was almost as quick, coming down on his heels opposite her and holding out his hand. She reached toward him as if to take what he offered, but only touched his hand as she murmured, “Epikaloumai.”

Lynkeus froze. Eurydice sighed and began to impress on the pebble she held a compulsion. As soon as Lynkeus touched that stone, he would hold fast to anything in his hand. He would go back to the inn, leave Eurydice’s bundle there, and then return to the ship. As soon as he stepped out of the inn, the compulsion would leave him, except for impressing on his memory the fixed idea that Eurydice had been with him. Then she released the freezing spell as she took the pebbles from his hand. To Lynkeus, it was all one movement, followed by her casting the protective spells on all three pebbles.

She shook her head as she handed them to him. “I am sorry, I think the ones I cast in the temple were stronger, but I hope you will need less protection.”

“Thank—” he began.

Then the pebbles touched the palm of his hand. The hand closed. He rose to his feet and walked away. Eurydice sighed with relief and turned back in the direction from which she had come whispering the words for the look-past-me spell. She shivered slightly, feeling cold and empty. Damn Orpheus, he had been so clever about arranging that the crew would make her go back to the inn, he might just have doomed them all. The Power she had expended on the compulsion spell and three more amulets had drained her more than she expected. She had been so richly filled, she had forgotten to be cautious in the use of her Power.

She shook her head as she cast her thread of Finding and set out to follow it. Her Lady was offended, she thought. She should not have used the Lady’s strength to fight off her worst impulses while she and Orpheus made love—she shivered again. That had not been love, not that joining. It had been part trial for supremacy, part hate, part physical sensuality, and part need, but no part of it had been love.

“But Lady,” she breathed, “I would have killed him, or me, if I had not used every defense I had. I know coupling in hate is not welcome to you. I beg your pardon. Forgive me, please. We will never make such an offering of pain and cruelty and call it love again.”

Nothing. No warmth, no feeling of distant laughter. Tears rose to Eurydice’s eyes, and she hugged her arms around herself, resenting the small drain of the look-past-me spell. If the Lady would not fill her… Panic tightened her throat, but the thread to the Found was still there. Eurydice pushed away the terror of being repudiated by her Goddess and rushed toward Orpheus. Bespelled as she was, she did not dare try to find comfort in his arms or even touch him, but she could look at him.

 


Chapter Twenty-one

 

Eurydice was gasping so hard for breath when she came in sight of Orpheus that for some time she did not even dare come close enough truly to fill her eyes with him. He seemed to be asleep, but she was sure it was a “listening” sleep, as he was expecting Jason, and that loud breathing would bring him instantly alert. When she was no longer gasping like a bellows that needed mending, she crept slowly closer. Suddenly the amulet between her breasts warmed. Eurydice stiffened. Bespelled? Was Orpheus not asleep but bespelled?

She took two hasty steps closer, the amulet growing warmer but not unbearably hot, then paused. Did she want to do anything? If Orpheus had been ensorcelled, it was to keep him from accompanying Jason. Do I really care whether Jason is bound to Medea? Eurydice asked herself. The answer to that was “no,” but there were other considerations. Would Orpheus feel bound to remain in Colchis if Jason did? What would be the fate of the rest of the crew? Sighing, Eurydice began to move forward again, only to feel a strange little breeze tug at her cloak. Instinctively she looked in that direction and saw a cleared pathway into the wood. The amulet was very warm against her breast. There had been no open pathway there before. It was not Orpheus who was bespelled—he, too, was wearing an amulet.

Hurriedly Eurydice made a wide arc out from the edge of the pathway around Orpheus and behind him. From where she stood now, the line of trees seemed without any break. She settled down quite close but inside the line of trees and behind some brush. She was not sure the look-past-me spell would hide her from Medea; there was no harm in taking precautions.

Whether it was those precautions or her spell—or their own preoccupation—she was noticed by none of the party that came around the side of the castle soon after long, angry streaks of red lit the eastern sky. Jason’s voice was loud enough to bring Orpheus to his feet long before they came anywhere near him. Eurydice rose also and made sure she was clear of the brush, so it would not tremble when she moved away, but was still hidden by it.

Jason was protesting that Aietes had refused to accompany them just so he could later refuse Jason the golden fleece. Medea kept shaking her head. Eurydice could not hear what she was saying but she thought probably Medea was insisting that her father was truly unable to come. Eurydice shuddered—it was the truth. And then she wondered if Jason were a little mad. Why in the world should he want Aietes, who was at best ambivalent about his attempt to seize the fleece? But then she realized it was not Aietes he wanted but the bulls. As Orpheus walked toward them and Eurydice followed behind the screen of trees, Jason was complaining loudly that he could have mastered them. Medea did some more head shaking.

“You do not need them to pull the golden fleece from the stream,” she insisted, but without raising her husky voice. “That was just my father’s lie, so you would agree to the test of harnessing and plowing and trying to control the dragon’s teeth.” She looked up as Orpheus reached them, and the corners of her lips drew in briefly. Her voice remained pleasant, however, when she added, “You and Orpheus will be able to drag the fleece out of the stream. Then we can devise some kind of sledge upon which to draw it back to Colchis. Anyway, who do you think would hold the bulls while you mastered the serpent? I cannot do it.”

Medea waved her hand as she spoke. Eurydice’s amulet gave a short flare of heat, but nothing painful, and the path was open before them. Orpheus had gasped—Eurydice thought in surprise at the sudden heating of his amulet—but Medea nodded at him and smiled. Eurydice was relieved; apparently Medea still was unaware of her magic. She assumed Medea had taken the sound as an expression of awe at the breaking of a perfect illusion.

Meanwhile, Eurydice had parallelled Orpheus’ path until she could see the opened trail through the trees. She paused there until Orpheus, Jason, and Medea had passed her. When they were a little way ahead, she followed. Mostly she kept within the trees that bordered the cleared way, but she became confident enough that if thick brush blocked her advance, she did not hesitate to step out into the path to follow more easily. Twice she was sure she heard steps and the crackle of a broken twig behind her, but she did not pause to look back, and neither did those ahead. Jason and Orpheus were keeping up an animated conversation about how to approach the serpent, as much, Eurydice suspected, to hide any telltale noises of a group of men following as to decide on tactics.

Eurydice frowned as that idea came to her. Orpheus and Jason might not realize it, but such a device would be useless if Medea was capable of reading thoughts throughout the palace. She should be able to sense the men—unless she was sorcerously preoccupied… Perhaps Aietes was not dead. Perhaps she needed to keep a hold on him to keep him quiescent. But possibly they were only trying to distract her.

The sun was well up—gilding the path and thus making the shadow of the bordering trees darker—when Eurydice began to hear the sound of rushing water. It was only a little louder when Medea held up a hand. Orpheus promptly unslung and uncased the cithara.

“There is no—” she had begun, when Jason seized her and put his hand firmly over her mouth.

He bent over her, clearly speaking into her ear some warning or even a threat (Eurydice saw her stiffen and then, Eurydice thought, deliberately relax), and then Orpheus began to play. To Eurydice’s surprise, it was not a sleepy sound; instead it mingled with the sound of the water, hissing and slithering with a regular, heavy beat that moved in undulations in the mind. For a moment she was puzzled, and then she almost leapt forward and seized Orpheus. That idiot had no doubt agreed to draw the serpent’s attention to himself so that Jason could get the potion Medea had prepared into the creature’s mouth without being bitten.

Even as she took several hasty steps she realized that her intervention would do no good. The noise she made, the argument that would ensue would not stop Jason and Orpheus from trying to get the fleece. All it would accomplish would be to warn and anger the serpent, who would be that much harder to subdue. Gritting her teeth over cries of mingled rage and fear, she came a little closer—and Medea, who seemed to have agreed with Jason’s demands and been released—turned and stared in her direction.

Hastily, Eurydice stepped back. She remembered the peculiar sensations that she had experienced in the palace and wondered if Medea, becoming sensitized to her magic, was experiencing something similar. She was much closer to Medea than Medea had been to her in the palace, but the look-past-me was a weaker spell. Still, she must keep her distance from Medea, who, preoccupied or not, seemed to have sensed her.

Orpheus began to walk along the path again, playing his instrument slowly, moving slowly. With an iron hand, Jason held back Medea, who had started forward. She seemed about to speak, but Jason’s hand threatened her mouth and she waited silently until Orpheus was out into the clearing. Jason came to the edge of the path then and watched as Orpheus veered off to the left—Eurydice could tell that from the way Jason’s head moved. After a little longer, he stepped out, drawing Medea with him and moving to the right. Unable to wait any longer, even if Medea did sense something, Eurydice came close enough to the opening of the path to see.

There, she stood transfixed, unable to move a limb. Across a narrow clearing, a creature had reared up out of the water, which was still rolling off it in sparkling drops. Serpent it had been called, but it was surely more than that. Its head… Eurydice swallowed and looked elsewhere. But looking at the body? neck? brought little comfort. It reared up and up, its skin a shiny black with a faint, linear iridescence marking deep folds in the flesh, and water rushed around it, whitened to foam where it broke against the unmoving column. That slender stalk, anchored so firmly that it did not even sway under the pressure of the rushing water, seemed far too fragile to hold up the huge head. Eurydice shuddered and then forced herself to look.

What was most horrible was a strange, distorted, semblance of humanity. The upper portion of the head was high-domed, rounded like a human skull, and the eyes, although wider apart than any man’s, still had a human look, with lids, which no serpent ever had, and lashes so long and thick that Eurydice could see them from where she was. Above and below those pitiful eyes, all semblance of humanity fled. There was no nose and no chin, only a thin line of mouth that curved right down into the pleated flesh of the throat. Over the top of the high-domed head and down the body/neck ran a serrated crest. To right and left of the crest on the skull were two long, forward-curving horns, ivory white, shocking against the black of the rest of the creature, and so fine pointed that a sparkle of light flashed from one tip as the head moved.

There was a sort of ruffle of skin or some other material around the base of the horns that seemed to ripple a little. Eurydice wondered if that was not some organ that picked up sound. Serpents were supposed to be deaf, and this one had no ears, but a deaf guardian was not wise. Deaf or not, it knew one party had gone right and the other left. The head swung from side to side, watching first Orpheus and then Medea and Jason, but always, Eurydice thought, spending just a little more time with Orpheus.

Eurydice’s eyes darted to her lover. She could just see that long neck extending still longer—the creature was so tall now it looked as if a lunge would carry it right over the cleared area—and those horns hooking into the serpent’s prey, holding it, perhaps drawing it into the water… Orpheus was still moving, but more to the left than out into the cleared area. Perhaps he was still far enough away to be safe. Pulled by a sick fascination, Eurydice’s eyes went back to the serpent. It did nothing for a few moments, aside from the head movement that kept both Orpheus and Jason and Medea in view, and Eurydice shook off her paralysis and stepped forward out of the path. Instantly, the head jerked to a stop and the maw—no other word would suffice—dropped open, long teeth dripping something swinging forward in the upper jaw.

Eurydice stopped dead again. It was aware of her—and aware of the look-past-me spell because it had reacted with threat to her, which it had not done for Orpheus or Jason. Then the serpent quickly looked right and left as if it understood that Eurydice’s presence might be a diversion. Eurydice could hear that Orpheus, although he must have been as startled as anyone else, had not hesitated in his playing and her eyes flew to Medea, who, she feared, might now be more suspicious of a magically disguised addition to their party. Coincidence had saved her. When the serpent opened its mouth, Jason, ever alert for a good opportunity, must have decided to throw the flask from where he was. When Eurydice’s eyes fell on them, she saw Jason with his arm half raised to throw the small flask he held while Medea clung to his wrist.

In the next moment, Eurydice withdrew back into the trees that edged the clearing. The serpent’s mouth closed and after a glance over her shoulder, Eurydice started to weave her way to the left toward Orpheus. Those weird eyes started to follow her, but in an instant the head swung toward Jason and Medea. Eurydice breathed a long sigh of relief. With her fear both of the serpent and of discovery diminished, her mind was open to the after-images of the event that had taken place. The opened mouth had been huge, huge enough to engulf a whole man… That was what the horns were for, to hook prey close enough for that maw to come over it. Eurydice shuddered, having a sudden vision of how that pleated body/neck would swell as the prey went down. She looked away.

Eurydice moved a little faster toward Orpheus, wanting to be closer, and with a little effort, put the dreadful image of the expanding throat/belly out of her mind. That was not important, except to make more obvious the question of why Medea had stopped Jason from tossing the potion into the creature’s mouth from a safe distance. It was a long throw, but surely Medea had seen Jason in practice throw a heavy spear still farther and hit a smaller target.

Eurydice had thought she understood why, if Medea was bound to the serpent and could control it, she did not simply bid the creature let Jason take the fleece. Guarding the fleece was its primary motivation and likely she could not cancel that. Now she began to wonder why, with Aietes out of the way, Medea could not bid it be quiet while Jason poured the potion down its throat?

Could Medea want Jason dead after all? No, that could not be true. Just that morning, she had done something dreadful to her father to keep him from interfering with Jason’s attempt to get the golden fleece, to keep him from urging Jason to endanger himself by killing the serpent… No, that was not right either, it had to be the other way. Medea had made it plain that she did not want the creature harmed. But the serpent would have suffered no harm if Jason had got the potion into it from farther away. Then Medea wanted Jason close to the serpent, close enough—close enough for what? Not to be swallowed. No, not close enough to be swallowed but close enough to be bitten? And since she clearly did not want Jason dead, it was not poison but a vulnerability to her influence that the serpent’s bite would deliver.

Eurydice turned quickly to look at Jason and Medea. He had both her hands fast in one of his own, and his head was bent so he could speak directly into her ear. Eurydice had to look away; there was an unhealthy combination of threat and sexual excitement emanating from them that reminded her of that horrible coupling last night, that abomination that might have cost her her Lady’s favor. She was still cold and empty inside, her Power diminished. Eurydice cast another look at them over her shoulder. Medea was flushed and one of her lips looked swollen. Jason still had hold of her hands—no, they were bound softly together by her scarf—and he was looking toward Orpheus.

Orpheus had likely been watching for that sign. He now began to play more loudly, the sound of the cithara swelling over that of the running water. All at once, Eurydice forgot everything but the music. She was recalled to herself by the painful heat of the amulet between her breasts and stopped her sleepwalker’s advance just short of touching Orpheus. Against her will, she took another step closer, her hand rose, reached toward him. She fought it down and then had to link her hands together behind her back to prevent herself from clutching at him. She realized then that, for the first time since she had known him, Orpheus was deliberately using his Power, and it was so great that her protection spell, which had broken Medea’s and Aietes’ ensorcellments and illusions, could not break his binding. With tears in her eyes, Eurydice made herself deaf.

She was free at once, which confirmed what she had always suspected—that Orpheus’ Power was tied to his music. But she did not have time to think about that. Her eyes flew to the serpent. Its head was still now, its attention fixed on Orpheus.

Perhaps it was a trifle closer to the shore, but it did not seem able to leave the water. Eurydice spun to look for what was to her mind an equal danger, and found it. With a dazed expression, Medea was moving away from Jason, cutting across the clearing to approach Orpheus. Midway, she jerked and shook herself, stopping where she was. First she looked angry, then she looked for Jason. Eurydice’s eyes followed hers.

What protected him from Orpheus’ music, Eurydice did not know, but doubtless he had plugged his ears or invoked some other immunity when he had signaled Orpheus to begin playing with Power. He was approaching the serpent, moving slowly and very smoothly. His hands were in front of him, one holding the flask of potion; the other might have been supporting the bottom of the flask also, but Eurydice suspected it was resting on the hilt of his sword. Her eyes came back to Medea.

At first, Medea continued to stare at Jason, eyes hot and hungry. When he was almost halfway across the open area, a frown creased her brow and her lips tightened. Eurydice saw her glance at the serpent and then turn her head toward Orpheus, back to the serpent, to Jason, to the serpent again.

“Lady,” Eurydice breathed, trembling, “please Lady. She will strike Orpheus so the serpent can bite Jason. Please let me protect him.”

Nothing came, no warmth, no anger. Perhaps through her terror Eurydice felt a touch of exasperation, a greater being’s irritation with an importunate child. That was no comfort. The Mother Goddess was sometimes merciful, but the Maiden was a Huntress and did not shy away from destruction. The Maiden also might well feel that Eurydice would be better off without the distracting presence of a man.

Desperately, Eurydice sought within herself for enough Power to block a spell, gathering it until her body felt cold and stiff—but it was already too late. Despite her bound hands, Medea had managed to gesture at Orpheus. Eurydice’s breath choked with fear; but she dared not cry out. If the enchantment Orpheus had bound around the serpent was broken, it would most probably lunge where its attention was fixed. Although Jason was closer, Orpheus was the more likely target. Then tears of relief misted her eyes. She saw Orpheus’ body jerk; perhaps he had also drawn a sharp breath when his amulet had burned him, but his hands did not miss a note.

Medea stood staring at her target as if she could not believe her eyes. She gestured again and Orpheus’ teeth caught his lip, but his fingers moved without hesitation and his eyes remained fixed on the serpent, which had drawn as close to the shore, as close to Orpheus, as it could.

Jason was almost in touching distance of the creature, but it never looked toward him and now he was standing so still that it was not likely he would be noticed. Eurydice looked fearfully at Medea and saw that the scarf that had bound her wrists had undone itself and lay at her feet so she could gesture more freely. She was staring at Orpheus, her lips moving. With her eyes fixed on the sorceress, Eurydice bent down and scrabbled on the ground for a stone to throw. Unfortunately the earth was thick with many years’ layering of fallen leaves. There were no stones, but her hand fell upon a dead branch.

If she had dared come out of the woods, Eurydice would have run up to Medea and hit her on the head, but she was afraid the sense of the spell she wore would break through the enchantment Orpheus had woven about the serpent. Eurydice poised her stick to throw, hoping if she hit Medea just before the spell was released she would break Medea’s concentration, make her lose control of the spell and that the backlash would hurt her enough to keep Orpheus safe. Only when she saw wide-eyed rage and disbelief break the fixed concentration on Medea’s face did Eurydice realize she had missed her moment. Medea had cast her spell without a single gesture. Now, however, she took a quick step toward Orpheus as her hands lifted. One curled into a fist, opened, threw; the other drew a knife.

In the instant that Medea had raised her fist and started to move forward, Eurydice had banished her deafness—she had to watch Medea, but as long as she could hear Orpheus playing, he was unhurt. Simultaneously she cast her stick, not at Medea’s head but just before her feet. Everything else seemed to happen at once. At Medea’s throwing gesture, Orpheus’ hands had at last faltered on a single note. Before Eurydice could look toward him, Medea, knife in hand, had stumbled over the stick that struck her ankle. She shrieked as she fell to the ground.

Instantly, the serpent’s mouth opened and it emitted a hissing roar so loud that Eurydice’s hands flew to her ears. However, the sound checked almost as soon as it began, choked on an audible clashing of teeth, and ended in a whistling screech. A single flashing glance toward Jason showed him pulling his arm back from a throwing position and reaching for his sword as he leapt backward to escape the serpent’s reach. But the creature did not attempt to strike at him. As Eurydice had feared, it struck toward Orpheus—no, not toward Orpheus, toward Medea! Plainly, she felt the threat, for she had struggled upright and was screaming words too fast for Eurydice to catch the sounds. The serpent struck again, it’s strange, human-looking eyes full of hate, and then, slowly, it began to sink back into the water.

Eurydice was just about to sigh with relief, when a scream of utter fury rang though the clearing. Medea tore her eyes from the slowly receding serpent, whirled around and sprang at Orpheus, her knife raised high. Unable to swing his cithara behind him and more unwilling to expose his instrument than his body to her attack, Orpheus bent over the cithara and turned his back to the knife blow. Eurydice screamed and ran forward, knowing she would be too late, but there was no need. Jason had seized Medea around the waist with one hand and her wrist with the other.

“Medea!” he cried.

Eurydice clung to a convenient tree, gasping for breath but grateful that her shriek had been covered by Medea’s. In fact, she thought, tempted to cover her ears again, she could have gone on screaming. No one would have heard her pitiful efforts compared with the bellows that were coming from Medea’s throat. Orpheus straightened up and turned around, looking more surprised than angry.

“You fool!” she raged. “Idiot! Whoreson! Why did you bring that marplot with you?”

“Because he never mars my plots,” Jason said, smiling.

Medea burst into tears. “Why did you not let the serpent bite you? I would have saved your life, and you would have been king of Colchis, happy forever.”

“Let the serpent bite me?” Jason repeated. He was still smiling, almost fondly. “Now why would you want me to do that?”

One arm held her tight to him, the other wrested her knife from her hand. She did not fight to hold it. Eurydice almost shouted a warning. Now that the serpent would soon be asleep, she could use her magic more freely, but before she could decide what warning a “disembodied voice” might give, Jason had brought Medea’s knife around in a wide swing—as if her release of the weapon had freed his arm too suddenly—and struck her violently on the temple with the hilt. Her eyes rolled up in her head and she sagged bonelessly against his arm. He laid her down on the grass with more care than Eurydice had expected, straightening her limbs and drawing her garments under her smoothly so they would not bruise her. He looked at the scarf on the ground, then shrugged.

“Why in the world did she go for me with a knife?” Orpheus asked, coming to look down at Medea. “I thought she would be delighted when I made it possible for you to put that thing to sleep without hurting it—or yourself.”

“You heard her,” Jason replied, but absently, since his eyes were on where the serpent had sunk into the water. “She wanted it to bite me.”

“That’s crazy!” Orpheus exclaimed. “If she wanted you dead, she could have accomplished it in a hundred easier ways.”

Jason grinned broadly. “Oh, she doesn’t want me dead. I wouldn’t have died. Didn’t you listen? She said she would have saved my life, and I would have been king of Colchis and happy forever. Maybe the serpent’s poison would have made me a sorcerer or made me invulnerable—or maybe it would have destroyed my will.”

Orpheus stepped back, looking disgusted, but Jason looked down at Medea smiling. “She does like having her own way, my Medea,” he said fondly. Then he turned away from her briskly, first to strike Orpheus gently on the shoulder and then to embrace him. “But we managed to get around her. It does not matter in any case. I do not wish to be king of Colchis. Yolcos is enough for me.” He grinned again. “Never mind Medea. I can manage her. Look.”

He pointed toward the water, and Eurydice walked forward to see better. There, beneath the surface with the serpent’s black head across it, lay the golden fleece. Eurydice felt her eyebrows rise. That had been an enormous animal, unless the fleece had stretched over the years, and it certainly was golden. Even dimmed by the water that ran over it, it was a glittering glory. Jason sighed and Orpheus frowned.

“I do not believe Medea told the truth about you and me being able to get it out of the water.”

“No.” Jason chuckled. “I do not believe it either, but she expected, I suppose, that neither of us would be in any condition to argue.”

“Jason—” Orpheus began.

“No, do not worry about me,” Jason said. “I told you before—I can deal with Medea. I am quite impervious to her spells.” His mouth twisted wryly. “Aietes made me invulnerable to her, but I do not think she would try to use a spell against me anyhow. She never has. A spell can be lifted or wear thin with time, and I do not think she could bear what I would feel toward her if it did. The serpent’s venom was something else.”

Then he turned away from Orpheus and called aloud. Eurydice was not surprised when Mopsus answered, and she drew back toward the side of the clearing where she would be out of the way of the men. She did not want any of them to walk into her by accident or to need to keep dodging them as they moved around. She was worried about Jason’s belief that Aietes’ spell or token would keep him safe from Medea’s spellcasting. Aietes himself had not been safe from his daughter’s magic. She sat down against a tree where she could see everything and mulled over whether she should warn Jason—who would not believe her and would want to know how she discovered Aietes had warded him against Medea’s spelling. A waste of time and breath, she thought, watching idly as the men cautiously set grappling hooks into the golden fleece and tried to pull it out from under the serpent.

This, it soon became apparent, was impossible. The creature was not only lying across it, but the lower part of its body was wrapped around the fleece, which was too stiff with gold to bend easily. The men tried anyway, but somnolent as the serpent was, its coils only tightened around its charge. Then they tried to drag the whole thing, fleece and serpent, out of the water where it might be possible to unwind the creature from the prize it protected. This too, was impossible. Deep below the level at which the fleece was fastened with leather ties, the body of the serpent was somehow fixed into the riverbed.

One of the men, Euphemos, who had a remarkable ability to maneuver in and under water and seemed able to breathe it, dove down to discover where the creature was rooted. Perhaps his prodding disturbed it or the potion had just worn off, and it began to come to life. Waveringly, it lifted its head out of the water. A shout brought Castor with a loop at the end of a coil of rope, which he cleverly passed around the serpent’s head and drew tight so it could not open its mouth. When it felt the restriction, it began to thrash violently. Castor was flung about like a stone tied to a string until his brother and two others grabbed him and the rope and dragged the head down. Even that did not subdue the creature, which began to undulate in the water so strongly that Euphemos was thrown up out of the river nearly unconscious and two other men had to rescue him. But one of the ties that held the fleece to strong metal hooks was torn free.

Jason’s lips thinned, and he snarled an obscenity. He was trying not to hurt the serpent because Medea wanted it saved, Eurydice thought, surprised again but ready to acknowledge now that Jason did feel fondness as well as a desire to own her. Then another tie was torn loose and the men holding the rope around the serpent’s head had to call for help. Jason sighed and stepped forward, drawing his sword.

He struck once. Blood burst from the neck just behind the head and the thing whined, its big eyes wide and staring, the thick lashes glistening—with tears? Eurydice jumped up, torn with pity, but it was too late. Jason had struck again, harder, his sword falling true in the cut his first blow had opened. A fountain of blood shot skyward accompanied by a shriek that rang through the clearing and Eurydice’s head. Orpheus clapped his hands to his ears to shut out an agony in the sound he could not bear. Medea screamed and struggled upright, her eyes still glazed but her hands holding—not her head where Jason had hit her—her neck, screaming, screaming, screaming. Jason struck again and the head jerked free. Medea dropped to the ground like a stone.

 


Chapter Twenty-two

 

Jason had stopped only long enough to urge his men to get the golden fleece out of the water before he ran to Medea’s side. Eurydice noticed with a little thrill of horror that Jason actually examined Medea’s neck, but he saw it was without blemish. He lifted her into his arms with considerable tenderness and began to stroke her face and hair and call gently to her. Eurydice edged closer, feeling she needed to hear this exchange.

Very soon Medea’s eyes opened and almost at once widened until Eurydice thought they would fall out of her head. “You fool!” she whispered. “You have killed us.”

“No, no one is hurt, beyond a few bruises, except the serpent,” Jason said. “I am sorry about the creature. I did try to get the fleece without harming it, but the potion did not hold it long enough. It began to endanger my men—

If Medea heard what he said, she did not react to it. “Do you not understand?” she asked in that same, fearful whisper. “My bond with Aietes through the serpent died when you killed the beast. My father is free! I cannot control him any longer! He will kill us.”

“Will he?” Jason asked, then sat Medea up and shook her gently. “I want the truth now, not the half lies you thought had deceived me. They never did, Medea, but I have not charged you with your deception because—because I want you, even knowing what you are. But this is important. I know Aietes will not be pleased that I have the fleece. On the other hand, I have killed the serpent—”

“He would have killed you as soon as the serpent was dead. The bulls would have trampled you. He will never let you take the fleece—and he will kill me. You do not know what I did to him to keep him from coming with us.”

Eurydice shuddered, recalling the shriek that rang through the whole palace, the howls of psychic torment. She saw Jason’s lips twist and knew he remembered, too, but he only stared at Medea’s pallid face for a long moment, then nodded Eurydice, too, thought that this time Medea was truly frightened and was telling the truth, nor was Eurydice much surprised to see a very faint look of satisfaction on Jason’s face as he turned from Medea to look at his men. He had always intended to take Medea back to Yolcos with him. Now he could do so without argument.

Medea became aware of the men at the same moment; they had, Eurydice thought, been unusually quiet about their work. The fleece was out of the water, the men having simply hacked the serpent apart anywhere its body interfered. They were hitching pulling ropes to the places where the thongs had held the fleece in the water.

“Where did they come from?” Medea cried.

“They followed us,” Jason said, smiling.

“That is impossible,” Medea protested, shaking her head. “The path is bespelled. They could not have found it nor stayed upon it.”

“Then Eurydice’s amulets must have worked.”

“The kitchen-spell witch?” Medea breathed, her pupils contracted to pinpoints.

Jason’s smile broadened, and he pulled her closer and kissed her. “I am not quite so trusting and foolish as I let you believe, although I am quite wildly in love with you. You will be the most beautiful, the most powerful, queen in Greece. You did not think, my love, that I would leave you behind?”

Eurydice hardly heard Jason’s first words because she was so furious at him for having exposed her power to Medea. It was clear enough that Jason’s kiss had not appeased her; she had come out of the kiss with her lips lifted in a snarl, and her expression did not soften for Jason’s sweet words. Then Eurydice had to stifle a laugh. Why should she be angry? Jason had just arranged for her not to sail on the Argo.

“Not as foolish as I thought?” Medea spat. “You are an idiot! How do you think you will get that fleece aboard your ship? How do you think you will get me aboard the Argo or yourself? I tell you Aietes will kill us—and all your precious men, too. Do you think you can drag that thing through the streets of Colchis to the harbor?”

“No, love, of course not,” Jason said, his voice smooth as silk and only quivering slightly with laughter. “The Argo is coming to us up this river as far as it is navigable. You and I and the golden fleece will all sail safely away from Colchis without ever coming near your father. Mopsus has already sent some men downstream to hail the ship.”

“But how could they find the mouth of the river? Oh, I see. More of the accursed witch’s amulets.”

“Eurydice is not an accursed witch.” Orpheus’ voice was so cold and hard it made Eurydice jump. She drew a little farther back to be out of anyone’s direct line of sight.

Jason cast his eyes up in exasperation as Orpheus spoke and started to tighten his arms around Medea, but he was too late. She sprang to her feet, hands formed into claws, and launched herself at Orpheus, who raised an arm to hold her off but did not flinch away. Eurydice promptly stuck a foot into Medea’s way and with considerable pleasure watched her stumble to her hands and knees. Jason, who had leapt up after Medea, caught her in his arms, and on the pretense of helping her to her feet, held on to her. Eurydice noticed that angry as she was, Medea did not fight to free herself.

“What do you want, Orpheus?” Jason was clearly annoyed.

“If the ship is coming upriver and will not return to Colchis, I must go and fetch Eurydice. She is waiting for me in the inn.”

“But Eurydice wanted to stay in Colchis,” Jason snapped. “That was our agreement, that I was to bring her to Colchis.”

“You know she cannot stay in Colchis now,” Orpheus said.

“Why not?” Medea asked. “My father hardly knows she is alive. It is the fleece and us he will want, not a little witch who does kitchen spells. She will be safe in Colchis. Besides, I do not want her aboard the ship with me.”

“Eurydice is my woman.” Orpheus’ voice rose angrily. “We are pledged and you know it, Jason. She has done more for you— What do you think would have happened to us, you and I, if the men had not been able to follow us and we tried to get the fleece?” His eyes shifted to Medea and he added purposefully, “In what condition would you be if Eurydice’s amulet had not protected me against the spells Medea used to stop my playing and free the serpent?”

Jason did not say that Medea would have protected them; he did not even look at her. Instead, his eyes flicked to the crewmen, who had stopped to listen when Orpheus’ voice rose. “All I said was that I believed Eurydice wished to stay in Colchis,” he snapped. “If she has changed her mind, she has said nothing to me about it. But if she has, she is as welcome as any member of the crew to come aboard.”

“There is no time,” Medea cried, and it was clear to all that she was not only spiteful but again truly frightened. “We cannot wait until Orpheus goes back to the town and then comes back here with—with her. It will not take long for my father to recover and rouse himself to follow us. We must be already at sea when he comes here. I cannot hold him off, not with the strength he will gather from his rage.”

“It will do Eurydice no good if we are all dead,” Jason said to Orpheus. “She is clever, and a lot more powerful than she would ever admit. She will do well in Colchis.”

“But I will not,” Orpheus said coldly. “Aietes will not have forgotten me, and I will not go without Eurydice.”

“Then stay behind with her, with my good will,” Medea snarled. “I tell you we cannot wait while you fetch your whore.”

“That is enough, Medea,” Jason said sharply. “Eurydice is no more whore than you are.”

Eurydice was surprised by his defense, but as soon as he continued speaking, she realized that he had done it to pacify Orpheus because he was not going to wait for them. Not that she minded. Nothing was going to drag her aboard the Argo while Medea was there, not even if she had to bespell Orpheus to keep him from trying to sail with Jason.

“But she is right about Aietes too,” Jason continued, turning to Orpheus. “What we will do is this. You go back to fetch Eurydice, but do not bring her here. Go north along the coast of Colchis to the first rivermouth that will take a ship and wait for the Argo there.”

Orpheus nodded but asked, “What if that mouth is not to this river?”

“No harm done. That is the river the Argo will have sailed up. If it is the wrong river, we will have to go down this one to the coast and send scouts out to find the ship. You will see us or we you—there cannot be very many navigable rivermouths. And if we board the ship before you come, we will wait for you until midnight—unless we are threatened. If Aietes realizes the Argo is gone from the bay, he may not pursue us here but take ship at once.”

Orpheus glanced up at the sun and Eurydice did too, much surprised to see that it was already westering. It did not seem possible that so many hours had passed since Mopsus had come for her, but so much had happened that she had not been aware.

“I believe there will be time enough for me to bring Eurydice to the rivermouth,” Orpheus said. “But if you are pursued, seek your own safety and do not worry about us. Eurydice and I will find a way to escape.”

“We will seek you on the riverbank—” Jason reached out and clasped Orpheus’ upper arm while keeping Medea hard within his grasp and on his other side. “But if fate should keep us from meeting, you are free of your oath to me, Orpheus. You have fulfilled it most nobly. I could never have succeeded without you—and I will not forget. If ever you are in need, come to Yolcos.”

Orpheus blinked, stared for just a heartbeat, then nodded and turned away, Eurydice following and trying to blend the sound of her footsteps into his. She chanced one glance behind as Orpheus reached the path back to Colchis and saw that she could save her effort to be inconspicuous. Jason had turned back to the golden fleece and had drawn Medea with him. As soon as they were well out of sight of the clearing and she felt sure muted voices would not be heard there, she ran a few steps, whispered, “Thialuo” and laid her hand on Orpheus’ arm.

He jumped nearly out of his skin. “Eurydice?” he cried.

“Hush!” she whispered, clapping a hand to his mouth because she knew how Orpheus’ voice carried.

“How did you get here?” he asked in a lowered voice, then closed his eyes and shook his head. “No, I do not believe it. You are an illusion to keep me from going to the real Eurydice.”

“No, I am not,” Eurydice denied instinctively, realizing in the same moment that denial was useless and that she had proof. “Here, I am wearing my amulet. Medea knew nothing of those or she would have had yours off—or tried to have it off.”

Orpheus gazed at the amulet, but his face showed no relief. In fact his scowl grew even blacker. “So, how did you get here?” he repeated.

“I have been here all along,” Eurydice said blandly. “I followed you and Jason and Medea.”

Orpheus’ face flushed red although he managed to keep his voice down. “I told you to go back to the inn. I told Lynkeus to take you back, by force if necessary.”

Eurydice giggled. “Lynkeus thinks he did take me back to the inn. If you ever see him again, please do not hold it against him.”

“Why will you never obey me? What did you think you could do here?”

The laughter disappeared from Eurydice’s Face. “What did I think I could do?” she repeated angrily. “Exactly what I did do, you ungrateful dog, protect you while you protected Jason. Why do you think Medea tripped before she plunged a knife into your back? Sticks of wood do not fly miraculously out of the forest and tangle a person’s feet. And as for obeying you, I will obey you when an order you give makes sense, not when it is a mere bawling out of male vanity.”

“But now you are here, you stupid bitch, and we can just go along with Jason instead of being too late—”

All Eurydice’s bad temper vanished and she burst out laughing. It seemed that Orpheus wanted to sail with the Argo as little as she did and had been arranging an excuse to be left behind. She should have realized. Orpheus had known all along that the ship was supposed to sail up the river and meet Jason. Thus, he had known leaving Eurydice behind at the inn would be very impractical.

“There is nothing to laugh about,” Orpheus went on, grabbing her and shaking her. “Medea will have us both overboard in the first high sea—”

“And Jason will not look for us very hard.” Eurydice’s laughter choked, and she pulled one of Orpheus’ hands from her shoulder and drew him down the path again.

No, it was best that she had not realized. If she had been less intent on her own plans, she would have been certain that Orpheus had intended to sail off with Jason, leaving her behind. Now she had the comfort of having heard him defend her, say they were pledged and he would not go without her—and all when he was certain, she could not hear him.

The knowledge softened Eurydice’s heart to the whole world. “No, of course he would seek us,” she said, although she had to smile at Orpheus’ shocked expression, “but I assure you there is no need to go with him. He does not know I am here, and he does not want us aboard now that he has Medea. Sometimes, my love,” she pointed out, “you lie to yourself. Do not tell me you did not notice how quickly he freed you from your oath.”

Orpheus looked aside. “I did notice. I was surprised. I have been very useful to him. I thought he would want me on the voyage, even if Medea did not. I noticed, too, that he did not invite me to Yolcos for the pleasure of seeing me, only if I were in need.”

There was pain in Orpheus’ voice, and Eurydice squeezed the hand she still held. “That, I think, was for your own good, dear heart,” she said softly. “You said yourself that Medea would rid the ship of us, if she could. And if Medea is queen in Yolcos, would you be safe if you guested there? Jason would try, but he cannot be with her every minute of every day, and she is a powerful sorceress.”

Orpheus did not answer immediately. He lifted her hand as they walked and stared at it, as if he had never seen it before. After a moment he said, “And so are you, Eurydice. You have done your best to hide it, but you are every bit as strong as she. You have lied to me, too. You were invisible in that clearing.”

“No. I told you about the look-past-me spell before. I was not invisible, I was repulsive. You would not look at me.”

Orpheus dropped her hand. Quickly, she invoked the look-past-me spell and for a moment became so cold and dizzy that she had to clutch Orpheus’ shoulder to keep to her feet. She was at the lowest ebb of Power in many years. When she was steady, she let go and looked quickly at Orpheus, wondering if the spell had taken. Clearly it had. He had been staring straight ahead when she gripped his shoulder, not looking at her as would be natural, and now, when she deliberately crossed his line of sight, his eyes flinched away from her.

“See?” she said. “You are looking at the trees to my right, now at the sky, now at the ground. You hear my voice. You know I am here before you, but you will not look at me. If you could make yourself look at me, I would be here. What I have done is no great magic, no bending of light or changing the structure of flesh.” Her voice faltered. She had invoked the spell and held it this long, but could do no more. Even the tiny drain of Power that had taken was making her vision dim. “Thialuo,” she breathed. “And you are willing to look at me now, and here I am.”

He shook his head. “There are other things. The amulets. They broke Medea’s spells and those of her father.”

“Yes.” Eurydice shivered and hugged herself against her inner cold; at least it was not growing worse. “But such great spells are complicated things. If my amulet only interfered with one little strand, the whole could easily be made ineffective.” She sighed at his grave expression. “I am not trying to make myself less to you Orpheus, only to explain. I am stronger than I was willing to admit to Jason, but you know the reason for that. But it is also true that I would not wish to match myself against Medea or Aietes. I do not understand their magic, and I am afraid of it. Besides,” she added bitterly, “I am drained out, and I do not know whether I will ever be truly strong again.”

Orpheus said nothing, only stared at her. Eurydice could see he was shocked, but she suspected that he would not be sorry if her Gifts were crippled. Tears came to her eyes. That was a Greek, no, a man! He loved a woman better when she was diminished. She would not be glad if his music lost its Power.

“It is your fault as much as mine,” she said, and told him how she had been emptied by bespelling the amulets and that the warmth and Power had not flowed back into her, as they usually did, since that hate/love coupling the night before. “There are gods that revel in that kind of offering—I think Medea feeds off the pain and lust she and Jason share—but not my Lady. She can be cruel, but not in that way, and She was disgusted and has drawn apart from me.”

Now Orpheus looked concerned, but he shook his head. “I know your Lady. I felt Her when I played to the priestesses in the garden of the temple. She is not unforgiving. She listened to me indulgently, I think.”

She looked up at him. That was true. The Maiden, was the least forgiving, yet She, who did not in general approve of males and mating, had poured out Power in abundance to her when Orpheus sang. Perhaps the withdrawal was only a brief punishment. She shook her head. It was too complex a matter to settle now.

“What will be will be,” she said, but less bitterly, starting down the path again. “We will have time enough to think about that later. Just remember that I have no more Power to expend. What we do we must do with our own strength and cleverness.”

“Yes,” Orpheus agreed, “and the first clever thing I suggest is to get off this path. If Aietes sends an army, it will come this way.”

“Good enough,” she agreed and followed Orpheus into the trees. As they walked she said, “But I do not know whether Aietes has an army anymore,” and told Orpheus what Mopsus and she had experienced in the palace and about the deaths—if what was never alive could die—of the inhuman guards.

“That might be good for us,” Orpheus said. “Those who guarded the doors and passages knew us, and we were told that what one of them knew all knew. But if Aietes raises a new army, whether from the dragon’s teeth or men from the court, none of them will know us. Well, a few might know me because I sang at court, but they will not know you.”

“I hardly think it matters. Even if Aietes recovers at once, with all the guards dead, there is bound to be great confusion. And even if his first thought is to stop the crew from reaching the Argo he will learn immediately that the ship is already gone. Once he has that news, he will not waste time scouring the town for any of Jason’s crew who remained behind.”

Orpheus nodded. “The only danger is my cithara. It draws attention to me.” He hesitated, then added with clear reluctance, “Perhaps I should leave it somewhere…”

“No,” Eurydice said at once. “And I have not strength enough to bespell it, but if we wait until dark…yes, why not? We are not in any hurry, and if there is a flurry of searching it will have died down by dark.”

“True. On the other hand, if there has been a search, the innkeeper will have been alerted.”

“That would be better than walking into Colchis while a search was in progress. Besides, no one would be searching for me. If I get back to the inn at my usual time, no one will pay any attention and I can soon discover whether it is safe for you to come in also.”

Orpheus nodded agreement to that, then said—again with some reluctance, “I think we must be at the rivermouth before midnight to tell Jason that we have decided, since Medea does not want us, not to sail with him.”

“But—” Eurydice began, falling silent when Orpheus shook his head at her.

“You must remember how Jason was about Heracles. He wanted to go without him, but his conscience pricked him and he would have waited if the crew had not urged him to go.”

“But—” Eurydice began again, stopped on her own, sighed, and then laughed ruefully. “Yes, we will have to be at the rivermouth. Unfortunately, the crew will not urge him to leave without you, far the contrary.”

“Nor without you either, Eurydice. You are a great favorite.”

She did not answer but smiled at the remark. Most of the crew did like her and even when they were startled by what she did, seemed to accept her. Orpheus put his arm around her and they wandered idly along, roughly parallel to the path, in the direction of the palace. Eventually Eurydice recognized a spot she had passed when she was following Orpheus, Jason, and Medea on the way to get the golden fleece. It was within a quarter candlemark’s walk of the palace. She had noticed it because it was so ideal a place to lie in concealment that she had almost expected Jason’s men to be waiting there by the time she and the others had passed and had walked over to see if she had guessed right.

It turned out that the little glade hidden behind the thick screen of brush was too small for twenty men to hide in comfort. But it would be perfect for herself and Orpheus. There was a trickle of stream if they wished to drink, and they were close enough to the path, although completely invisible from it, to hear if a large group passed along it toward the river. Eurydice pulled Orpheus by the hand.

“Come, we can wait for dark here,” she said, and explained.

The last of the sun was just touching the glade and after having a drink, both settled into the patch of light and warmth. They were very tired, having hardly slept the night before and undergone much exertion during the day. Away from the little stream, the grass near the brush was thick and dry, and after a little while Eurydice lay down with a sigh. In a moment, Orpheus lay down beside her. She turned her head sharply to tell him that after their last coupling she had no taste for renewing the experience, but although he took off the cithara, it was only so he could lie flat on his back.

Eurydice closed her eyes, then snapped them open. They could not afford to fall asleep lest they sleep too long. If she arrived at the inn too late she would arouse suspicion. As if the same idea had troubled Orpheus, he began to talk, asking Eurydice whether she thought it better to seek a ship going west or simply hire a little boat to take them across the river, buy horses, and travel overland.

Buying horses was a wonderful idea, Eurydice exclaimed, her heart lifting. She was well aware, and knew that was also, that travel by horseback was much slower than taking a ship. Perhaps Orpheus was not nearly so intent on taking her back to Greece as he had seemed. And even if he still thought about it, during the many months, years, that such a journey might take, they would surely find a place they both liked well enough to call home. They talked idly about the trip, about where to buy supplies and whether they should try to find a caravan or chance traveling on their own.

When the sun slipped behind the trees, the chill of autumn became noticeable and they moved closer, glad of one another’s warmth. The sky was still bright and both knew there would be an hour or more before the sun set and it began to get dark. After another few minutes, Orpheus undid his cloak pin so he could spread the cloak over both of them, and when he leaned over Eurydice to tuck it in, he kissed her forehead and her nose.

It was so innocently affectionate a gesture, that Eurydice smiled and stroked his neck. Orpheus slid down with care not to disarrange the cloak, pressing himself tightly against her. Her arm slid around him to hold him close, went down his back to determine whether he was covered. The cloth was not perfectly square and it fell short over his buttocks and the back of his thighs from which the tunic had rucked up. The flesh was cold. Eurydice rubbed it gently. Orpheus moved his hips closer, not sensuously, but to enable her to pull the cloth of his cloak down farther.

She managed to cover his behind and thighs, but the tucking that had held the cloak securely over her was pulled loose. Orpheus started to reach around her back to tuck it in again, but his hand paused on her thigh. He made a small, contented sound and ran his hand down as far as he could reach. Just above the knee, he came to bare flesh, the gown having slid up when Eurydice lay down. His hand stopped. Eurydice nuzzled her head into his shoulder; it was not a gesture of invitation, but it was not rejection either. Orpheus lay still, except for his fingers which made little circles on her skin.

Eurydice was no reader of thoughts, but she understood exactly what was going through Orpheus’ mind. He was very tired, likely more tired than she, since she had slept for a few hours and he had not, but the contiguity was putting ideas into his head—or rather between his legs. Indeed, only now did Eurydice feel a slight stiffening in his shaft, which had been pressed against her since he moved to cover them both. She knew he was of two minds, half tempted to make love but too weary to press the issue. She felt exactly the same way; half inclined to push him away as memories of their attack on each other flashed across her mind but too tired and beginning to be tempted by his quiescence.

Perhaps some relaxation or some new tension in her body as the thoughts passed through her mind gave him some signal. He kissed her cheek and her temple and said, “Eurydice?” very softly. His shaft was harder and hotter now, but he made no attempt to thrust it against her. Eurydice sighed and turned her head toward him. Their lips met.

Half asleep, dull with fatigue, and still fearful of allowing passion to grip them lest it change again into something monstrous, they made a long, lingering process of the act of love. Orpheus took a long time to raise Eurydice’s gown to fold it back and tuck it so that it would not come between them or make her uncomfortable. Eurydice lingered almost as long over Orpheus’ tunic, although it was much shorter and was hardly in the way as it was. She used it—as Orpheus had used her gown—as an excuse to stroke and fondle. But she found herself happier and more eager when he did not moan and thrust against her caressing hands. Then, at last, her nether lips began to fill and moisten. Still, her impulse was to smile, perhaps to kiss the little standing man who twitched and swelled between her fingers.

Although she had no time to follow that impulse, her teasing having brought Orpheus (and the standing man) to a need for action of their own, he did not rush to enter her once he was positioned. He slid himself along and between the nether lips, letting only the head enter, stopping altogether with the tip of his shaft just being kissed by that second mouth while he fingered her breasts and tickled her throat and ears with his lips. Oddly, though there was an aching emptiness eager to swallow him and her need made her breath rattle in her throat, Eurydice was not impatient. She only thrust upward toward him infinitesimally to hint her desire; she did not, as she had the night before, grip him with her legs and force him into her.

With each little thrust, a tiny bit more of Orpheus’ shaft was engorged. Eurydice knew she was doubtless rising a little higher each time, but she was also sure he was dipping deeper on his own. She knew too that her fulfillment would come as soon as he began to thrust in earnest, but she was willing to let him play, to increase his pleasure—and her own. As inevitably as the rising of the sun, which first seems to peep shyly over the horizon and then leaps up into the sky, the movements that had been almost timid suddenly increased in momentum and authority. And, as she had known would happen, Eurydice’s joy came at once in a pulsing flood that nearly deprived her of her senses but was never so acute that she had to dig her nails into Orpheus or bite him to keep from screaming.

When her head stopped swimming, Eurydice realized that Orpheus’ climax must have occurred at the same time as hers. He was lying still, either too tired to slide off or enjoying their mutual warmth. Warmth? She had not really been warm since the previous night.

“I am warm,” she breathed.

“Are you?” Orpheus asked with a strange intensity, almost anxiety. He lifted himself off her then, pulling down her gown and trying to straighten the cloak around them.

She laughed, whispering again, “I am warm.”

Orpheus drew her close and said, “You were so cold every time I touched you—and clammy as a corpse.” He shuddered, tightened his grip even more. “I prayed. I prayed to Aphrodite for you.” His voice drifted away uncertainly and then he added, “I thought she would be the closest to the Lady of whom you speak and she is very kind and—and accepts the kind of sacrifice we made.”

“Did you really pray for me?” Eurydice asked, kissing him with an intensity bred equally of gratitude and of guilt for having believed he wanted her Power diminished.

“Well,” he said between chuckles when she freed his lips, “as long as I was able to think, I did. But Aphrodite is one who would understand that one’s mind tends to wander under the circumstances. She would not—” He broke off to yawn hugely and went on, his words slurring. “Gods, I’m tired. We’ll have to walk on now, or I’ll fall asleep.”

Around her own yawn Eurydice said, “I don’t know if I can walk right now.” Her eyes closed. She forced them open. “Must we go to the inn tonight? We have often slept away. No one will think that strange.”

“Not the inn, the rivermouth,” Orpheus mumbled.

“Rivermouth?” Eurydice murmured to herself.

Orpheus had gone boneless beside her and begun to snore. Then she remembered Jason and the fleece and Medea, but they had all become very unimportant. She was warm inside and out—she was in Orpheus’ arms.

“Not until midnight,” she sighed sleepily, and let her eyes close.

In fact, it was because the warmth within could not completely keep out the cold without that they did wake well before midnight. Both were much revived and Eurydice, with apologetic appeals to her Lady and to Lady Aphrodite, too, for taking forgiveness for granted, used her Finding sense to take them through the wild lands directly to the rivermouth. There they found the embers of a fire, still glowing, and on a flat stone near the hearth the image of two ships.

“They could not wait,” Orpheus said, straining his eyes out to sea.

“Would you have changed your mind and sailed with them?” Eurydice asked.

“I do not know. Not because I wished to go, but if they are in danger, I wish I could be there to give them the beat for rowing. I am worried about them.”

“With Medea aboard? I am worried about Aietes. He may not be perfect, but I think he deserves better than being drowned by his own daughter.”

Orpheus was silent for a moment, and then said slowly but in a more relaxed voice, “I do not think she has Power enough for that.” He hesitated again, then went on, “No, but now I think I understand what I overheard one day. She was trying to convince Jason to bring the fleece back to Colchis rather than have the Argo meet them, as he actually did, and she said that if he sailed from the harbor and her father pursued them, she would cut into pieces a simulacrum of her little brother Apsyrtos and strew the pieces behind them. Aietes would pause to find and take up the pieces so he could bury his son and not be haunted by him, and thus they would have time to escape. Likely, that is what she will do.”

Eurydice made a wry mouth. “Let us just hope that she did not have poor little Apsyrtos concealed in the wood and really cut him apart.”

“Eurydice!” Orpheus exclaimed. “She is not so much a monster as that.”

“I hope not,” she replied, “but usually one sorcerer can tell another’s simulacrum from the real thing.”

She looked out to sea, sending a Finding out. The ripples spread and spread but never touched what they sought and Eurydice suddenly cut the thread that coursed the ripples. It was better if she did not know whether she had not Found because Apsyrtos had never been aboard the Argo or because he no longer was. She shuddered.

“You are cold,” Orpheus said anxiously.

Eurydice looked up and smiled. “A little, outside. Not within, love. Perhaps Lady Aphrodite interceded for me. It is too late to go to the inn now. Let us build up the fire and sleep until morning.”

Orpheus’ concern and the upwelling of warm assurance that came with the words she had spoken made her happy. Jason and his quest were gone. She and Orpheus were free. A delighted certainty that all would now be well grew in her.

 


Chapter Twenty-three

 

The events of the next day only increased Eurydice’s confidence. She was greeted with all the innkeeper’s normal indifference when she arrived in the morning, and when she came down with her packed bundles, he showed only a little surprise. They had been good lodgers, he said, as she settled what she owed, and he and his wife would be glad to see them again any time. She replied appropriately with her most sincere thanks. That was nice to hear; and it meant that the king’s men had not been seeking them.

The score was honest and she paid without argument and gestured to a porter in the courtyard to help carry her goods to the harbor. When she arrived, Orpheus had already hired a boat to take them across to the south bank of the river. Once there, the anxiety that had kept Eurydice tense even though Colchis town showed no sign of any excitement faded away. She was not in the least surprised when Orpheus’ first question brought news of a caravan almost ready to depart for the cities of Heniorhi. Next, they were warmly welcomed by the leader of the caravan and provided with excellent horses, a tent, supplies, and a pack mule, all at a most reasonable price. A father and son could not leave as they had intended. The chief merchant would take their goods into his care, but their mounts and the pack animal would have been a charge on them, the supplies a dead loss.

Orpheus haggled enough not to seem a fool, but the price was so good he felt guilty. When they were adding their belongings to the load for the pack mule he looked suspiciously at Eurydice and asked severely if she had been meddling with the merchant’s mind.

“Not I,” she assured him, laughing heartily “Perhaps my Lady—or yours—wishes us gone from here. For me, I do not care whether we leave tomorrow or a moon from tomorrow. I do not think it would be wise to live in Colchis, but as long as I do no magic and you do not play, I think we are safe enough.”

“This is all too easy,” Orpheus grumbled. “Something is bound to go wrong.”

Only nothing did go wrong. The caravan was just as the merchant said. The other members of the party were honest, pleasant people. They were delighted to have a bard of such sweet power to make their evenings joyful; and they were grateful to Eurydice for small Healings and Findings. Moreover, they paid in good coin for both. Even the weather cooperated. By the time they reached the turn-around point in Gordyle, the members of the caravan had come to know each other well and the merchant nearly wept when Orpheus and Eurydice said goodbye—but he recommended another caravan leader who was going west to Mosynoeci.

It was more of the same or, perhaps, even easier. The merchant’s recommendation assured them of a warm welcome, and they were hardened travelers. There were a couple of bumps: The weather was growing colder and more stormy and several days were spent huddling together for warmth in their tent while a wild wind tore at the bindings and made the sides snap and rattle. And once, while they were gathering up the wreckage caused by such a storm, they were attacked by either bandits or tribesmen from the interior. It was nothing new to the caravan master or most of those who traveled with him. They drew their weapons and defended themselves lustily. That Orpheus joined them in fighting off the attackers and that Eurydice healed all their hurts made the pair that much more valuable.

In Tripolis, the end of his route, the caravan master asked Orpheus if he would consider making the journey back to Gordyle with him and offered quite a generous payment. As one, Eurydice and Orpheus shook their heads—but for different reasons. After nearly three months on the trail, Eurydice was getting tired. She wished to press forward to reach a city large enough to be considered as a permanent home. There she could claim weariness and ask to settle for a while, and they could test the temper of the king and the people. If it was good, perhaps Orpheus could put down roots somewhere other than a Greek village.

As if her thought had drawn the words, Orpheus said, “I cannot. I am taking my wife home to my village in Greece.”

Spoken aloud, the statement gave Eurydice a shock, but she put it aside. As long as they were traveling west, he would naturally assume they were heading for Greece, and it would be useless to protest. It would be soon enough to speak of making a home elsewhere when they had a comfortable place to stay.

They were not quite so lucky in finding a new caravan this time. The merchant did have another to recommend, but he was on the trail and it would be weeks before he came in. They found a room in a widow’s house and Orpheus went daily to the caravanserai to speak to those who arrived. He sang also, as much to keep his hand in as to earn metal—he had gold enough from the courtly gifts he had received in Kyzikos and Colchis but did welcome the copper and silver he earned in the drinking houses and on the streets. He was careful to hold back his full skill, painful as it was for him, mindful of arousing the acquisitiveness of his listeners. Nonetheless, in a few days a grandly dressed messenger arrived at the inn with an invitation to sing for the king of Tripolis.

The king was an old man and melancholy. Orpheus could not resist soothing him. The next day they moved to the palace, grand in comparison to the houses of the common folk, but little more than a hovel when compared with Aietes’ palace in Colchis. They stayed a little more than a moon. Although Eurydice did not think Tripolis was suitable for permanent residence, she was delighted that Orpheus did not seem at all restless. Little by little the weather started to improve; spring was on the way. And in another week came a ship from Pelomonium. News of the sweet singer of Tripolis had come to the king of Pelomonium and he wished to taste the joys Orpheus could offer.

A week of gentle persuasion reconciled the king of Tripolis, although it woke new doubts in Eurydice. Prominent among the reasons Orpheus offered for releasing him to the king of Pelomonium was that he would soon have gone in any case. “I must go home,” he said. “It is very long since I saw my village in Greece, and it is time to bring my wife home.”

More worrisome was that Orpheus insisted on selling the horses and camping equipment. It was sailing season, he pointed out. They would do better and be more comfortable by taking ships. A year earlier, Eurydice would have argued that horses were safer, more reliable, but the voyage on the Argo had changed her. They would move faster and be more comfortable aboard ship—but she did not wish to move faster. This time she said plainly that she had no desire to go to Greece and that they were living well as they were. Orpheus smiled sweetly and said she was a silly woman. She would love Greece when she got there.

It was an unanswerable argument. She could not prove, after all, that she would be rejected and endangered. He did know the people of his village, and she did not. And nagging at him made him large-eyed and very unhappy, but no less insistent that she would like Greece, that his people would accept her, and that it was unfair to reject a place she had never seen.

In any case, there was no immediate need to worry. They spent another moon at the court of the king of Pelomonium.

By then even the fitful spring storms were over. Eurydice was surprised that Orpheus seemed content, but she had been as deceived as the king. With the enthusiastic assistance of the royal bard he had displaced, every ship that came into the harbor was investigated and one early morning, quite without warning, Orpheus packed his own possessions, told Eurydice to pack hers, and walked out of the palace to board a ship bound for Salmydessus.

Eurydice could scarcely contain her delight. She and Orpheus had both loved Salmydessus. It was a great city of diverse people; the king was well disposed to them, would probably protect them even against the will of his people should that be necessary; and it was the city in which they had first come together. How well she remembered their lodging behind the quiet inn not far from the waterfront.

It was high summer before they arrived, and they did not go to the lodging behind the inn but up to the palace. Phineus greeted them with open joy, told them that he had had word from Jason, who had passed through the passage of the Bosphorus a few months earlier. He had not seen them; Jason had only sent a messenger to ask if his men had ever returned, and if they had to ask whether they wished to join the ship again. They had not returned, Phineus said, but he had Seen that they had pursued the harpies so far west before they could dispose of them that they had decided not to try to make their way back.

Phineus begged them to stay for as long as they liked, and this time Eurydice thanked him and agreed before Orpheus could say anything. They were provided with a fine apartment, most comfortable if not as lavish as the one provided in Colchis, and also provided with every freedom. Orpheus was invited—but not expected—to sing. Eurydice was free to practice her art and use her Gifts as she pleased. Phineus was an interesting and interested host. He wanted to hear everything about their adventures—but Eurydice could not help noticing that he never asked about Medea and almost winced each time her name was mentioned.

A moon filled and waned, then another. Orpheus sang not only in Phineus’ court but at the homes of his nobles for weddings, for greetings and partings. He was generously gifted. After careful investigation—Eurydice did not wish to arouse the enmity of her own kind, even if she did have the king’s favor—she rented space for a booth in the central marketplace, not the one near the inn where they had lodged but a larger, busier square. She was soon doing a brisk business and also being well paid. Remembering Kyzikos, she did her best to avoid distraught mothers, but the few children she did Find had genuinely wandered away—or run away. That did not make the mothers less grateful. Her reputation spread and she began to notice a few sour looks among the other Gifted.

Nonetheless, by the waning of the second moon, Eurydice was ready for a further experiment. There was sufficient metal stored away and goodwill and ample signs that their prosperity would continue. All she needed to decide that Salmydessus was the place she wished to live was the assurance that sour looks would be the worst things cast at her when she was no longer living in the palace under the protection of the king. Thus, one night when Orpheus had returned from a great dinner at which he had entertained, wreathed not only in flowers but in gold, Eurydice said casually as they were undressing for bed, “We are very comfortable here, and Phineus most generous, but do you not think it is time to look for a house for ourselves?”

“Look for a house?” Orpheus echoed, pausing in the act of pulling his tunic over his head. “Whatever for?”

Eurydice explained her purpose, ending, “It would be wise, I think, to settle here for a year or so before we buy property—”

“I will never buy a property here, Eurydice. I have a home, and it is there I will build a house for you to live in. Why did you think I was ready to settle here?”

“You seemed content. You did not speak of Greece. I thought you had come to understand how unwilling I am, how afraid I am, to go to Greece and decided this was a good place to stay, a place where we are welcome and respected. And I know you were not inquiring about ships or employing anyone to enquire for you.”

“That was because I have been waiting for a Greek ship that Phineus told me puts in twice a year, spring and autumn. It will take us to Eleusis and from there we can make our way home.”

“Your home, not mine,” Eurydice cried. “If you take me to Greece, something terrible will happen.”

“No, love, no,” Orpheus murmured, flinging off the tunic and taking her in his arms. “I know you are afraid. You have been ill-treated in many places by many people, but this will be different. These people know me, love me. At first, they will trust me when I say that you will do no harm. When they come to know you, you will be safer among them even than here with the king’s favor to protect you. Phineus is old; he might die at any time. Whereas, in my village, no matter how long you live the children of my friends or their grandchildren will know you and know you are good.”

What he said was true, and yet fear gripped Eurydice. She pulled free of his arms and turned her back, burying her face in her hands. “I cannot,” she whimpered. “I know evil will come of my going to Greece.”

Yet even as she said the words, their falseness rang out in her inner ear and she Saw. Terrible things would happen if she went to Greece. She would pass through the cold gates of death—and yet, it would not be evil that would befall her but good. That was totally inexplicable. She struggled to free herself from the Seeing, but was no more successful than she had been in Kyzikos’ palace. All she could do at that moment was flee from their chamber, from the palace, and run to her booth in the marketplace.

She was not alone. Many small merchants and artisans slept in their booths or left an older son or nephew to do so to guard the goods that otherwise would have to be carried home. There was nothing to fear in the faint glow showing through cracks in shutters and behind closed doors, in the small sounds of people stirring behind those doors, but Eurydice crouched in a corner, shivering. She did not know what she feared, but she did not need to wait long. Perhaps half a candlemark passed before there was a soft scratching at the wooden shutter.

“Eurydice.”

Orpheus’ voice. Now she knew what she feared.

“Go away,” she said, sobbing. “You will convince me to come with you if I let you near me, and I will die. Do you not understand? I will die in Greece!”

“So you will, dearling,” the musical murmur came. “When you are an old, old woman, I suppose you will die in Greece. So will I, love.”

“Go away,” she repeated. “I will not let you lead me to my death.”

“I did not think I would convince you so easily,” he said. “I have brought your bedding. I could not bear to think of you sleeping on the cold floor.”

She did not answer and she did not open the shutter that closed the doorway. There was no lock or bar, since she left only a cheap rug and two cheap pillows within—Eurydice did not bother with elaborate trappings to make herself mysterious and her Gift was within herself and needed no tools. But Orpheus did not try the door. She gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. She would not open to him. She would not!

After a little while, there was a slight scratching noise. He had put the bedding down, she thought. That idiot, it would get all soiled. But she did not hear footsteps going away and she waited a long time, biting her lips and gnawing her knuckles. Then she decided she might not have noticed when he left—he could walk very softly. She did think of Finding him to be sure he was gone, but her soul shriveled in terror. If she Found him, she would go to him. Better to put him out of her mind.

For a few heartbeats she stood in the middle of the floor wringing her hands, but she was afraid the bedding would be stolen, simply left in the street, and finally she pulled the shutter open, grumbling angrily. And he was there, sitting against the stall with his head resting on a pallet he had obtained from Goddess-knew-where. The dim light of a setting moon glinted off a streak on his stubbled cheek. He got to his feet as the shutter slid back and held out the bedding to her.

“You would rather I died by burning or drowning or however your enlightened people dispose of the Gifted than to settle elsewhere than your village?”

“You will not die,” he repeated wearily.

Her lips parted to say she had Seen herself going down the black path to Plutos, but she swallowed back the words because she had also Seen light and warmth and joy tied to that terrible journey. But she was afraid! No matter what the promise, she did not wish to walk that black road to death. She pushed the thought of happiness away and spoke what bred a resentment in her almost as fierce as her fear.

“Nor will you die if you do not go back to that accursed village,” she snapped, took the bedding and flung it behind her, and dragged the shutter closed.

For an interminable moon, Eurydice existed in a kind of numb misery. She was able to work: she Found and Healed, but she was not really living. And then a messenger came from Phineas and bade her come to the king.

“You know I do not wish to part with Orpheus,” he said, his blind eyes staring off to the side. “But the ship from Greece is here, and he will not go without you. I do not think he will live until the ship comes again in the spring, and then it will be going the wrong way.”

“And I will die if I go with him,” Eurydice said.

Suddenly Phineus’ eyes fixed on her. “You will walk down through the gates of death, yes,” he said. “But there you will find what you have sought all your life. If Orpheus does not go home, he will pass through a different gate and find nothing.”

“A man cannot die of homesickness,” Eurydice cried.

“No,” Phineus agreed, “but he can die of believing he will die.”

Eurydice’s breath caught. That was how magic killed. Perhaps Orpheus was bespelled? She had never sensed it in him, but it was not impossible that someone in the village had laid a spell that brought him home. If so, it was possible that she could find the spellcaster and apply a little persuasion—like tying knots in his or her guts—to make that person remove the binding from Orpheus. Then, they could leave the village, possibly before harm was done to her.

“Very well, lord King,” she said to Phineus. “I will go with him, and I thank you for all your kindness to us.”

She found Orpheus lying on his bed staring at the ceiling. “You are an accursed nuisance!” she shouted. “Why could you not go home and leave me in peace.”

He turned his head to her. “Were you at peace?” he asked, frowning. “Were you happy without me, Eurydice?”

“What if I was?” she asked.

He sat up slowly. “If you truly were happy…” His voice faltered, but in a moment he straightened his shoulders and spoke more firmly. “If you were truly happy without me, and will swear that on your bond with your Goddess, then I will go home on that ship alone and leave you in peace.”

“Just remember when I am dead,” Eurydice spat, “that it was your hand that killed me—no matter how I die.”

* * *

When they reached Orpheus’ village, however, Eurydice thought at first that she would soon escape it. The old headman had died in the years Orpheus had been away and a far less sympathetic man had taken his place. He was plainly dissatisfied with what Orpheus gave him. The truth was that they had little to give, little left of their hoard. Orpheus had done little singing on their way across Greece partly out of haste and partly to protect Eurydice, and she, of course had not dared expose any hint of her Gift. Worse, however, was that the headman was quite furious over the fact that Orpheus had brought home a foreign woman. It had been expected, the headman said, that Orpheus would marry a decent girl, one of the village maidens, not bring a far-traveling strumpet home with him.

At that point Orpheus had taken the headman by the throat and Eurydice had cried, “Oh, let him go and let us go also, since we are not welcome here.” But Orpheus had simply shaken his head at her, shaken the headman like a rat, and made clear to the whole village that Eurydice was to be spoken to and treated with respect. Then he had demanded a house and garden, reminding the townsfolk of the gold and silver and copper he had brought home to enrich the entire village over many years. Enough of the older men and women agreed, rather shamefaced at the headman’s greed, that there was an empty cottage and Orpheus had a right to it.

More shocks were in store for Orpheus. The cottage was long empty and needed major repairs. This did not trouble him when he first saw the place because he expected, as was village custom, that all the men would rally round and the roof would be rethatched, the door rehung, the walls replastered in a day or two. Custom for a village girl, the headman said. Foreigners had to pay their way. There were shamed faces again. In the night, bundles of thatch and hewn boards appeared in the cottage shed, but the men were afraid not only of the headman but of their wives and sisters who were not pleased that a prize like Orpheus should have slipped through their hands. If they made her miserable enough, they thought, she would not endure like a well-trained Greek wife; she would leave.

Although some days were still mild and sunny, winter was close. Eurydice knew that it was really too late to try to leave Greece and find a safe haven elsewhere. And for all his anger and disappointment, Orpheus showed no signs of wanting to leave—so she gave him what little jewelry she had and the repairs were done. The house was sound, but there was nothing in it—no furniture and, worse, no food for the winter. Orpheus made a bed; Eurydice ranged the fields and hills gathering and hunting, too. But that was not safe; she was accused of killing the village’s goats when she brought down a deer, even though in the end the headman was forced to admit the hide and horns were those of a deer and no goat was missing. Nonetheless, it was not enough. To last through the hard months of winter, they would have to buy food.

Unfortunately, in the village there was really no way for them to earn. The villagers expected Orpheus to play, as he always had in the past, for nothing. He refused. In the past, he said, everything in the village had been free to him: food, shelter, and help of any kind. Now that he must pay his way, they must pay theirs also. That made no one happy. And then Eurydice’s Gift was exposed when she Found a child. The little one had strayed away from an older sister while they were watching the herd. The older girl had searched until dark and then come weeping home. All the villagers rushed out with torches, but there were too many cracks and crevices, dips and hollows, on the hillside. They could not find the child—and the nights were growing very cold.

“I will take you to him,” Eurydice said, stopping the wailing mother as the searchers were passing Orpheus’ house on their way home.

In her terror, the woman did not question, only followed as Eurydice led her without any searching or wavering to a little form caught on a ledge. The woman began to wail anew, but Eurydice knew the child still lived and when the men drew it up, she laid her hands on its small head and mended the cracked bone, drew away the clotted blood so sense returned.

“Witch!” the headman cried.

This time, however, both the father and mother turned on him, snarling, “My son lives!” and “A Healer is no witch.”

That was well enough accepted among the people that no one else cried “witch,” but Eurydice feared that the idea was planted. She was caught between an upper and nether millstone. She dared not refuse to Heal the sprains and cuts that were brought to her or to Find lost cats, dogs, and trinkets—but she dared not charge for her work either. Neighbors helped each other naturally; it was witches who expected to be paid. But they still needed metal to buy food.

“I believe you are safe here now,” Orpheus said weeks later when most of the leaves of the trees bordering the lane lay in drifts on the ground. “I will visit some of the houses where I have sung in the past and earn some metal.”

“Safe? Why should you worry about that? I will come with you.”

“Do not be a fool, Eurydice,” Orpheus said. “A Greek woman cannot go wandering about the countryside with a minstrel—at least not a decent woman. You would be taken for a whore and treated like one.”

In all the time they had traveled through Greece and Eurydice had concealed her Gift and her Power, through all the nastiness created by the headman and the rejection of the villagers, not once had Eurydice said “I told you so.” She had been sorry, in a way, that she was not accepted. She had clung to a shred of hope that she, too, would find a home in the place that Orpheus loved. However, when it was plain that she was not welcome, she did not taunt Orpheus with it. It was near winter and there was nowhere for them to go. But this was the last straw, the final misery.

“You mean,” she snarled, “that I am condemned to live in this miserable hole for the rest of my life, never to travel again, never again to stretch my Gift or worship my Goddess? Is this to what you have brought me?”

“You agreed,” he said, but his eyes slid aside.

“I agreed because I knew you traveled much of the time, that you visited the cities and the palaces of kings. I expected to go with you. Now you say I must stay here…forever?”

“You will grow to like it,” he said, looking at the ground.

“Do you believe that?” Eurydice cried.

“I—I must believe it,” he whispered. “You are a woman. Time will dull your unwomanly craving for strangeness and adventure. You will become—”

“Nothing!” she screamed. “I will become nothing!”

“You will never become nothing. You will become a proper woman, accustomed to a woman’s life, and take joy in other things. You will have children.”

“Not in this village!” she spat at him. “I have held myself barren all this time. I will die barren rather than bring up a child in this place.”

“Eurydice—” he began, reaching for her.

“Out!” she snarled. “I have never used magic against you Orpheus, but if you do not make some compromise to make my life bearable, I will have you no longer. Out!”

“It is cold, Eurydice,” he protested, almost smiling.

“Good! Go find a decent woman to warm you or find some way to take me with you. I will put on a seeming of a boy.”

“No. It is not fitting for a woman. You would have to sleep among the men and—”

“And that is more important to you than my unhappiness?”

“You fool! For what would I bring with me a boy who cannot sing or play? To bring a boy with me would not be good for my reputation, and boys are not always safe among our men.” His voice was sharp and his mouth tight. “And you do not need to be unhappy. You only wish to think you are better than our women. There is enough work to keep you busy, work fitting for a woman and of benefit to us, which wandering about the countryside would not be.”

She did not answer, understanding at last how firmly she was trapped. Orpheus had always intended to turn her into a Greek wife. That death she had Seen, was it at her own hands? Orpheus came toward her and she shrank away, shuddering, muttering a spell—but not against him. She could not bring herself to do that. Backing up toward the hearth, she sank down in a corner beside it, shrinking in on herself. He came and tried to lift her, but she had walled herself off and he could not touch her. He pleaded and reasoned, but did not say the words that would release her. Finally he brought out his cithara and played, but even his Gift could not pierce the depths of her despair or break the shield she had drawn around herself. She could see the streaks of tears on his cheeks. He grieved for her misery—but still he did not speak the words she needed to hear.

He tried all night to convince her to let him soothe her, but this time she was adamant. She was sure, at last, that she knew his purpose. He loved her, but hated and feared her Gifts—as if they were separate, not part of her—and believed somewhere deep inside himself that they were evil. Orpheus was trying to save her from herself, cure her of being a witch. He knew he was hurting her and was sorry for it, but he could tell himself that it was like the pain of the cautery, curative, not to be avoided lest far worse befall.

She slept for a while inside her shield and woke cramped, hungry, and in need of the privy. Orpheus was sitting, staring at her. Thoroughly annoyed, she dropped the shield and froze him, took care of her needs, leaving ample signs that she had washed, eaten, changed her clothes, then she took a tunic she was sewing, moved her chair to the hearth, unfroze Orpheus, and resumed her shield. It did not take him long to realize what had happened and he stood staring at her, open-mouthed. She stared back, then dropped her eyes to her work.

Two days later, without a single word exchanged, Orpheus left. At first Eurydice was relieved. The constant maintenance of the shield, albeit a small drain, alternating with the use of the freezing spell had depleted her Power severely, if not yet dangerously. Far worse than that, however, was that she had felt herself weakening. Too often when she should have been for her disguise and how to obtain enough metal to bring her safely to the coast and buy her passage on a ship going east so that she could eventually get back to Salmydessus or at least to Kyzikos, she found herself trying instead to think of some way to stay with Orpheus and retain her sanity. Once he was gone she was sure she would be able to view the situation more logically.

Unfortunately, that did not happen. Her first day alone she spent straightening the disorder her withdrawal and Orpheus’ rage and grief had created in the cottage. To her chagrin, Eurydice found that she was already bitterly lonely. She had not realized until he was gone, how much of each day was filled with Orpheus. Even though they had their separate tasks, there was hardly an hour when they did not meet and exchange a word or a smile.

Only once was her isolation broken. Aristaios, the headman’s son, knocked on her door and asked to come in. Eurydice shook her head and stepped outside. “My husband is not here,” she said, eyes discreetly lowered. “He has gone to ply his craft.”

“But it is your craft I need,” Aristaios said. “Let me come in.”

“I can answer you as well out here where all can see and hear us,” Eurydice replied.

There was a brief hesitation, but Eurydice did not care what caused it and did not look up. “I have lost the little knife I used for carving,” Aristaios said.

“It is behind the brown chest in the large chamber,” Eurydice replied, having received the image of the knife and that of its resting place both at once.

“Thank you,” Aristaios said. “That has saved me much time searching. I wonder how it got there. I do not remember being near that chest at all.”

That was false, Eurydice knew, but she gave no sign. She wondered whether he had hidden the knife and asked her to find it to test whether she would still oblige the village with her skills when Orpheus was not there to urge her to it, but she was not interested enough to probe farther and only said, “I am glad to help in any small way I can.”

“And I also,” Aristaios said. “If you need a man for any purpose now that Orpheus is away, I would be glad to oblige you.”

“I thank you,” Eurydice responded, surprised, half pleased and half suspicious, “but I do not believe I will need to trouble you.”

With that, she nodded and went within, closing the door behind her. She was too absorbed in her own problems to give any thought to Aristaios, but he did seem grateful for her small help and came up to speak to her in the street when she went to fetch a pitcher of milk the next day. She answered him politely and passed on. The next day he turned up at the house again, not asking for help this time but offering to chop wood. She refused, saying that she was well supplied, but thanked him again, and this time lingered in talk a few minutes. She had begun to feel that her voice would rust before Orpheus returned.

By the fourth day, Eurydice was unable to bear the empty house any longer. She took her sling and pebbles, her basket and her digging tool, and went out into the hills to find what she could for the larder. That eased her heart a little as she often went gleaning alone. However, in the back of her mind she was aware of the empty house waiting, and she went farther than usual. Being beyond where the women ordinarily sought berries and nuts, she found the gleaning good and decided she would eat part of her harvest of mushrooms and nuts for her noon meal so she could go farther still. In the end, as well as finding more mushrooms, tasty bulbs, a stand of askolonion, and a whole basketful of nuts, she brought down two rabbits.

It was a heavy load to carry and Eurydice was very glad to see the grazing meadows when she topped the last rise of ground. She hesitated on the crown of the hill, tempted to sit down and rest for a while, then spun around as a man’s voice hailed her. It was Aristaios. He must have been out hunting, she thought, seeing the javelin he carried, but he had not been successful. She was tempted to hide the rabbits—men did not take well to being beaten at their own game by a woman—but she did not have time enough. Her lips tightened. No, she would not pander to his vanity.

“And where are you coming from?” he asked.

“I have been gleaning,” she replied, remembering not to look up and laugh. She held up her basket.

“That is a fine catch,” he said, prodding the rabbit lying on top.

Eurydice nodded, but dropped her arm so her basket was on the side opposite to him and started down the slope. If Aristaios thought she was going to give him any part of her hard won gatherings, he was sadly mistaken. However, he said no more about her catch, merely remarking that he was going back to the village and would walk with her. She nodded and smiled, glad of the company until Aristaios asked her if she was not unhappy to be without a man’s attention and support.

“No, of course not,” she replied.

“Because a witch can protect herself?” Aristaios asked.

“I am not a witch,” Eurydice protested automatically, feeling the hairs rise on her arms. “I am not afraid because I am in my husband’s village, where no one will harm me.”

“No one would harm you unless you harmed them,” he said.

“I have no power to harm,” she snapped, most untruthfully, but with inbred caution.

“Ah!” Aristaios smiled and put out a hand to grab her wrist. Eurydice jerked her arm away and took a step sideways. “Come now,” he said, sounding surprised, “are you not cold and lonely in your empty bed?”

Eurydice stopped dead in her tracks and stared up at him. It had never occurred to her that Aristaios had the smallest interest in her as a woman. Most of the villagers found her small size, dark skin, hair, and eyes strange and unpleasant—she had overheard enough indignant questions to Orpheus about his perverted taste.

“Yes, indeed,” she said, not lowering her eyes modestly, but meeting his in a challenging stare, “but having had Orpheus in it, I assure you that I prefer my cold and lonely state to sharing with any other. Orpheus is my husband. I desire only him.”

“How do you know?” he asked, laughing and reaching for her again.

Others had reached to seize her in the past. Warned by the sneering question that he had waited to ask, she leapt aside and began to run. Aristaios laughed again and started after her. “Whore,” he shouted. “Don’t pretend you don’t want it. All women want it—and the rougher the better. That’s why you run, isn’t it? All whores, every one.”

Spells rose in Eurydice’s mind: first to freeze him, then to geld him, and finally a black incantation to stop his heart. But to freeze him would prove her a witch; her Gift screamed against the taking of life; and she knew that impotence would only make his kind more and more vicious. She cast a stumble-foot at him and he fell, but it did not save her much time because he rose roaring imprecations and ran with increased speed after her. He intended to have her. She might even have yielded to him, as she had to others before she met Orpheus, if she could have believed that would be the end of it, but she knew it would not. He would come again and again and, worse even than that, he would talk! No, she would kill him and violate her Gift before she allowed such a tale to come to Orpheus’ ears.

Blind with tears and terror Eurydice ran on, hearing Aristaios’ feet pounding closer and closer. And suddenly before her, there was a thick growth of brush. She turned at bay, and he was there.

“Let me be!” she gasped, drawing the knife from her belt. “Let me be, or I will hurt you.”

For answer, he showed all his teeth, raised the javelin he was carrying, and poked it at her. Eurydice gasped again and began to whisper the freezing spell as she lifted a foot to back away, but before she could complete the spell, her sandaled foot came down awry and she crashed backward into the brush. She screamed as Aristaios, laughing, threw himself atop her and the magic of the uncompleted spell lashed back at her. Almost simultaneously Aristaios’ laugh changed to a shriek. He had released Eurydice’s bare arms, and recoiled. Without thinking, Eurydice had poured out the Power that was loose in her body to the nearest receptacle in contact with her and had burned Aristaios.

When he let her go, Eurydice rolled frantically away, only to scream again as a burning pain pierced her right arm. She jerked away, turned her head. Adder! She had rolled over an adder! In instinctive terror-driven need, Eurydice drew Power as she had never drawn before and HEALED. The terrible cramp followed by numbness that had been halfway up her arm disappeared. The bushes under her snapped and cracked. The adder, which she had thrust away with a sharp terrified blow, broke into pieces, like a long icicle; and Aristaios lay crumpled at the edge of the brush.

Eurydice stared at him for a moment, then went to find her basket and gather up as much as she could of what had spilled from it. If he were dead, so much the better! No one would ever be able to tell from what he had died. If he were not, he would soon recover and find his way home. When she had cleared away any sign she had been there, Eurydice went back to her cottage and barred the door behind her.

She ate some bread and cheese, which she had left ready for her lunch, hung the rabbits for skinning the next day, and fell into bed. She knew she should be thinking out some excuse and explanation for what had happened to Aristaios—it would be lovely if he were dead, but the more she thought about it the more she doubted it; he was a lot more massive than the adder and she had not drawn in Power for long—but she was far too tired. Perhaps, she told herself as her eyes closed, he would be too ashamed of trying to rape another man’s wife to bring any accusation against her.

The pounding on her door which woke her soon after dawn the next day, proved that hope was vain. “Come out, witch,” one of the headman’s cronies called. “If you do not, we will burn the house and you within it.”

At first, having really heard only the last part, Eurydice was too frightened to answer, but when the threat was repeated, she cried, “I am no witch. Let me dress myself and I will come out. I have done no one any harm.”

Tears ran down her face as she spoke, but actually there was as much relief in her as grief and terror. She no longer had any choices to make. She could no longer hope to convince Orpheus to come with her—the villagers themselves would tell him that they had driven her out and that he had been wrong about his village being a safe haven. She would freeze them and flee as she had fled so many times before. Somehow she would make her way back to Salmydessus. If Orpheus loved her enough, he would come. If he did not…

She pulled on her traveling clothes, stuffed the few bits of metal that remained in the house in her pouch, stuck her knife and the small hand axe through her belt, and reached for the door. The words of the freezing spell were spoken. She flung open the door, “Epikaloumi,” trembling on her lips to be spoken the moment her eyes fell on those waiting for her…and the world went black.

 


Chapter Twenty-four

 

The blackness enveloped Eurydice for a long time. There were moments when it brightened to grey, when liquid was trickled into her mouth and she was urged to swallow; once or twice, she thought, she was urged to chew also, but she could never open her eyes and the blackness always returned. Then the dark was lit with a yellow glow. This tune nothing interfered when Eurydice tried to open her eyes. She found she was staring up at a rough stone roof and, looking around, saw she was in a stone-walled chamber lit by several torches. Before she could begin to wonder where the villagers had found such a prison, a male voice asked, “What is your name?”

She pushed herself upright, drawing a sharp breath as she realized she had been lying on a bier. Sitting, she could see the man who had spoken. He had very black hair and pale grey eyes in a pallid, clean-shaven face, he was seated in a marvelously carven stone chair much like a throne. No, Eurydice thought, her breath coming faster, nowhere in the village had there been such a man or such a chair.

“There is no need to be frightened,” the man said, although his face remained stern and unsmiling. “You are beyond all hurt now.”

“They killed me?” Eurydice whispered. She did not feel dead—but how did the dead feel?

“They sacrificed you to the King of the Dead. You are in Plutos now. I am Radamanthus, one of Hades’ judges. I warn you, I am Gifted to read the truth so there is no purpose to lying. What is your name and your Gift?”

Still too stunned by the idea that she was dead to worry about eternal punishment, Eurydice replied, “My name is Eurydice. I am a Finder and a Healer by Gift and I can draw and wield Power for spells.”

“Very good,” Radamanthus said. “Go out the right-hand door and down the passage. When you come to the river, wait, a boat will be along.”

Eurydice blinked at him, “That is your judgement? But you asked me nothing of my life.”

“King Hades is not interested in your life. Whatever good or ill you did in the upper world remains there. Here you begin anew. My judgement concerns only your Gift and your Power, and I judge those to be very strong. The boatman will take you to the palace of King Hades himself.”

“The boatman,” Eurydice repeated, “but I have no obol with which to pay him.” Her eyes filled with tears. “They did not even give me—”

“I assure you, the boatman will ask for no payment,” Radamanthus said. “I have no idea where that story started nor does King Hades. However, if you are afraid…” He reached down to a basket that stood by his throne, pulled out a flat, round piece of gold and held it out toward her.

Eurydice slid off the bier. She found her legs too weak and wobbly to obey immediately, but Radamanthus showed no irritation, and when she thanked him for not rushing her, he smiled for the first time and said that the dead were very patient. When she felt steadier, Eurydice took the coin—it was exquisitely engraved on one side with the face of a bearded man and on the other with that of a superbly beautiful woman—and went out the door as she was bid.

She was still far too confused by what had happened to object to anything. All she could really think was that they had killed her! She had not really believed they would do that for fear of offending Orpheus. He had powerful friends, the villagers knew that, and she believed that they still hoped, once they were rid of her, that he would go back to his old pattern of traveling and singing and bringing home gold for the village. She had come to the end of the torch-lit tunnel and out onto the bank of a black river. Both her feet and her mind stopped there. Would he? If she had left him, he might have. But if he knew she were dead at the hands of the villagers? She knew Orpheus would grieve for her, but when that grief was past, would the village that had killed her still hold him so that he would put the memory of what they had done to her aside and—

“Whatever your wrongs, there is no cause to be angry with me!”

Eurydice looked up and saw a strong-looking elderly man holding his boat just away from the shore with a pole. “I am not angry with you,” she said. “Why should I be?”

“No spells!” he exclaimed, frowning. “I was once changed into a fish and lost my boat. King Hades was very angry. Wood is not so easy to find in the underworld.”

“But why should the king be angry with you?” Eurydice asked, and then, before the boatman could answer, smiled and said, “There is no sense keeping the boat out there. You are quite close enough for me to cast a spell on you if I wished. I will do you no harm.”

“Strong enough to cast this far, are you? I’m surprised you weren’t here much sooner.” He brought the boat in and extended a hand. She put the gold piece into it. He looked at it in surprise, smiled, and shook his head. “Another one who was worried about obols? No, keep it.”

“But it is gold,” Eurydice said.

The boatman laughed aloud, waking pleasant echoes of amusement. “Gold is plentiful here and near worthless. It is bread and cloth and wood that are rare treasures—although I must say that since the coming of the queen, all blessings fall upon her, there is less belly pinching than there once was.”

Having been concentrating on stepping aboard and seating herself while the boatman spoke, Eurydice had not really paid attention. Suddenly she took in what he had said. “Belly pinching?” she repeated. “How can the dead be belly pinched?” And even as she spoke she realized she was, herself, starving.

“In Plutos, the dead hunger and thirst, sing and dance, hate and love just as they did in life,” the boatman said.

Well, there was water enough, if one could bring oneself to drink black Styx’s water, and there was the blood of sacrifice that was poured into the troughs when one wished to question the dead… Eurydice shivered.

“I will not drink the blood from the troughs!” she exclaimed.

There was a tiny pause and then the boatman said, “No one will force you to do it if you do not wish.” His voice sounded choked.

Eurydice was silent, thinking it was desire for that unwholesome repast that had risen in his throat to choke him, and she felt repelled and sad, for she had begun to like the boatman. And then she thought it might not be his fault.

“Is this our punishment? That we hunger and thirst and have only the black water of the Styx and the blood in the troughs to assuage that torment?”

He shook his head strongly. “There is no punishment in Plutos, except for those who transgress the rules of King Hades. If you do not cheat or steal or do other harm to any, you will have such food, clothing, and shelter as match the worth of your labor to support the realm. And, of course, there is nothing to stop you from employing a skill, aside from or beyond your labor, to get any luxuries you desire. I carve wood when I am free.”

“And who is the judge of the necessary labor?”

“Oh, it is all scribed by the king’s finger on stone tablets. For a boatman, so many ells of cloth, so many talents of bread, and so forth; for a miner of hard stone, so much; for a miner of soft black burning rock, so much; for a hunter—

“And for the use of a Gift? Or is that forbidden?”

“Not forbidden, no, but many in Plutos are Gifted. However, for one as strong as you…but that is for Queen Persephone to decide.”

“The queen, not the king?”

“They are the same—one flesh, one bone, one mind. But the queen is also High Priestess of the Goddess and mostly chooses the Gifted who are to serve with their Power. Ah, we are coming to shore. Look ahead. Where you see the torches is a passage. One waits there who will take your name and tell you what to do.”

The boat ground lightly into the pebbled beach, the boatman pushing against his pole to keep it steady as he came forward so his weight would ground it firmly. He watched Eurydice as she rose slowly, reluctantly. She swallowed over a tight throat, blinked away tears. He had been kind. She had been interested, almost comfortable. He smiled at her.

“Go forward. Do not be afraid. Plutos is a good place to be. It is dark and cold, but the people are light of heart and warm.”

He took her hand to help her out, and it came to her that his hand was warm, strong, callused with hard work. There was nothing of the thin, cold wraith about him. The air was cold, cave cold, and clammy with the river’s exhalation, but the torches ahead were bright and cheerful. Everyone to whom she spoke, comforted her, telling her not to be afraid. Was it possible that she had Seen the truth and she would find all she sought here? She took a breath and then held it as a pang seared her throat and breast. But not Orpheus! She would not find Orpheus here.

She started to turn, and a woman’s voice called, “Stop! There is nothing behind you—nothing! One does not look back in Plutos. One never looks back. There is only today and tomorrow, no yesterday. Come now. Come forward.”

Eurydice started at the command and then obeyed, walking slowly toward the speaker. She had caught a bare glimpse of what was now behind her, a gray mist; but she knew it was an illusion. She could break it… She stumbled as surprise made her miss her footing. She was full of Power! Should not the dead be empty? She was utterly confused.

“You are a sacrifice to Hades?” the woman asked when Eurydice reached her.

Eurydice just stared at her. Was this some elaborate trick? Could this really be death? Everything was so…ordinary. The woman was the most ordinary creature anyone could imagine. She was seated on a most ordinary stool, leaning forward on a table that was also ordinary—except that it was made of stone, not wood—with a most ordinary stylus in hand poised over an ordinary wax-filled stone tablet.

“No one will hurt you here,” the woman said reassuringly and smiled. “Had you come later, you would have had more time, but King Hades and Queen Persephone are seated to give audience just now, and you must see them at once.”

“Like this?” Eurydice said faintly, becoming aware—now that she knew she must confront the king and queen—of her soiled clothing, tangled hair, and generally dirty condition.

“No one will blame you. A sacrifice is not responsible for her condition. Just go through the passage. A guide will be at the end to take you to the thrones.”

She must see the king and queen at once? Why? Surely Hades and Persephone did not personally greet every soul who had died. Hundreds, even thousands, must die every moment. Could even two gods accomplish such a feat? And if so, where were the other souls? She saw no throngs of dead, not in the judgement room, not at the river, not at the tunnel mouth…

Even more numb and confused, Eurydice followed the directing finger into another passage. This was not lit by torches but glittered and glowed from shining fragments in the wall, floor, and roof. She hesitated to look at the wonder around her, and a big man came to the far end and called for her to come forth at once. He grasped her arm when she came up to him, firmly enough so she knew she could not pull away, but not so hard he that hurt her—though he could have. He was thewed like Heracles and his face and shoulder were terribly scarred, as if torn by dogs or wolves.

Emerging from the tunnel, Eurydice saw a cavern, enormous in width and length but not terribly lofty, lit by torches supported around large white pillars. Here there was a throng, some sitting, some standing, but all heads turned in the same direction, toward the far end of the cavern. The first thing Eurydice saw there were gleaming gates, brass she thought, because gold was too soft and easily bent Meanwhile she and her guide were drawing closer. The people standing parted before them and Eurydice saw a dais, and upon it, two golden thrones.

One throne held the original of the bearded man on the coin, the other a woman far more beautiful than the rendering Eurydice had thought superb. No one could show that beauty, Eurydice thought, quickening her steps because she was drawn as a piece of iron to a lodestone, because it was not so much of feature as of Power. An incandescent aura surrounded the queen and her gold eyes were flecked with red. Her long golden hair moved slightly, perhaps in response to fluctuations in the aura, as if it had a life of its own. Eurydice sank down into a deep curtsy. The queen leaned forward. The king put a hand on her arm.

“You are a mage of rare strength,” King Hades said. “How did you come to be taken and sacrificed?”

Eurydice turned her head toward him, and he gestured for her to rise to her feet. His face was as still as the marble from which it seemed to be carved; his eyes were as black as an unlighted cave. Oddly, Eurydice felt more impatient than afraid. She wished to look again at the golden queen.

“I suppose partly because I had escaped so often and partly because I did not believe the people wished to harm me.” Tears filled her eyes. “I was married to their most famous and valuable resident. I was not a native, and they wished to be rid of me—I knew that, but I thought they only wished to make me leave my husband. Then they said they would burn me. They called me witch and bade me come forth. I intended to freeze them and flee, but when I opened the door…the world went black. I suppose someone struck me.”

“Freeze them,” Hades repeated flatly. “With you fled, who would free them?”

Eurydice shrugged. “Time would free them. Depending on how many were there, a few moments to half a candle-mark. I know only one spell, and it releases its power evenly among any I include in my gesture or glance. It will hold one person for about a candlemark, a crowd for only a few heartbeats. I did not think many came for me. I thought I would have time to get away and that, fearing me, none would follow since I had done what they desired and—” she swallowed “—left my husband.”

“But your husband did not try to protect you, why should you wish to stay with him?” Persephone’s voice was dry.

“He was not there.” Eurydice paused to steady her lips and voice. “He is a bard, a great and Gifted bard. We needed metal or other goods to buy food for the winter—we had only come to the village about two moons earlier—so he went to sing and earn.”

“He did not know that you had Power?” Hades asked.

“Yes, he knew.”

“But he left you alone in a Greek village?”

Eurydice closed her eyes. “He loves the place. He was sure, so sure, that they would keep me and protect me because I was his wife, because he said I would do no harm.”

“Did you?” Hades asked.

She shook her head wearily. “I Healed and I Found, which are my Gifts. The only harm I can think of was to chill the headman’s son when I drew Power suddenly.” She told them of the chase, the bite of the adder, and herself Healing.

Persephone leaned forward again, shaking her head sharply when Hades would have spoken. “Sister,” she said, “you can take directly from the Mother. You do not need to drain what is around you. That is dangerous.”

“I know. I used to find a temple, but there is none to my Goddess in the village. They worship Zeus and some other gods whose names I do not remember. Usually I am careful to take only a little here and there so that none suffer, but I was frightened by the snake. I thought I would die—” She stopped abruptly and laughed, choked on a sob.

“Come stand beside me, sister,” Persephone said. “My husband and I have other work to do. When my part is done, I will show you a chamber where you may rest.”

“And eat and drink?” Eurydice asked timidly.

Hades laughed. “That you may do now.”

He called and gave an order, and in moments a man brought a small table and stool to set beside and a little behind Persephone’s chair. A woman, hard on his heels, put upon it a goblet and a round of bread with a slice of smoked pork on top. Eurydice curtsied briefly again and hurried to the place provided. At first she was too busy satisfying her hunger and thirst, which had become acute or she could never have found the courage to ask, to pay attention to the business of the king and queen. After the worst of the pangs were satisfied, however, she began to listen and could hardly believe her ears.

The problems brought before the King and Queen of Death sounded exactly like those settled by any village headman: Hektor tripped and spilled the contents of his basket of burning rock. While Myron was helping him pick up the pieces, Paris came along and fell over Myron’s basket, spilling his rock and Myron’s. What began in amity ended in enmity and a refusal to accept any division of the spoils. Hades settled that. Then a wife complaining of her husband’s gambling away their livelihood, which Persephone dealt with. Then a big man with pale eyes, who spoke of a problem in “deep mines.” That took some time and Eurydice, who scarcely understood what was being said, let her mind wander to why the dead needed burning rock, bothered to work mines, or had husbands who gambled. If she was dead, why was she hungry? And why did ordinary food satisfy that hunger? It was all very strange.

She was musing wearily on the absurdity of being dead and having all the problems of the living, when a woman’s terrified wailing came faintly and then louder, as if she were running along a passage into the cavern. As the sound grew louder, Eurydice felt the pulling of a need to Heal. She stood and looked toward the woman stumbling along with a blanket-wrapped bundle in her arms. No, not a bundle, a child—it was wailing, too. Eurydice took a step. A hand caught her arm.

“Where do you go?”

“The child is sick,” Eurydice said. “I will Heal it.”

“No one can heal it,” Hades said. “The mother says her son is marked with chrusos thanatos.” He swallowed and Eurydice saw his dark eyes were full of misery as he drew a long knife from his belt.

“It is the golden death,” Persephone explained—explaining nothing.

Eurydice was totally bewildered. She guessed that Persephone had translated what the woman was screaming, but it made no sense to her.

The crowd had not so much parted before the woman as scattered, leaving a wide space around the dais. Into this she came and laid down the swaddled child.

“Is he old enough to show us where he has been?” Hades asked the mother.

“Nowhere,” the mother sobbed. “Nowhere. Only in the corridor outside our chambers. One of the hunters or miners must have brought it back on his shoes.”

“Aktaion,” Hades called, “send out a warning for any who have left the home cave the last three days to examine shoes, clothes, and self with care. The corridor where she lives is closed for now.” Then he turned to the weeping woman. “It is on his feet?” he asked. “We could—”

“On his belly.” She rocked back and forth, sobbing. “I saw it when he came in. A tiny spot. Only a tiny spot.”

Eurydice, watching in amazement, saw Hades’ face harden to stone as he stepped down from the dais. The mother cried harder, covering her face with her hands, but she made no move and voiced no protest when Hades knelt beside the wailing bundle and lifted his knife.

“Stop!” Eurydice shrieked, leaping down after him and catching his wrist. “What are you doing?”

When he looked up, she saw his eyes were full of tears, although his face had no more expression than a marble mask. “I am about to give the little one the grace of an easy death. You do not know the agony and horror of a death by chrusos thanatos. Go away and let me do my duty.”

“But I can Heal him,” Eurydice cried. “Will you not even let me try?”

“No one has ever healed chrusos thanatos,” Hades said.

“That does not mean no one ever will,” Persephone said, also coming down.

“Go back, Persephone,” Hades shouted, jumping up. “Do not come so near.”

She shook her head and stopped beside him. “My love,” she murmured, “do you think I would survive you, if that curse touched you. Where you go, I go. But perhaps no one need go. I do not believe we have a Healer as strong as Eurydice. Let her try—so long as you do not need to touch the child?” That last was addressed to Eurydice.

“I need to see the hurt,” Eurydice said.

Hades’ lips thinned, but after a moment he said to the mother, “Unfold the blanket.”

With shaking care she did so, touching the blanket only on the outer surface, warning the child as she did that he must lie still, very still, not move at all, and exposing a little tow-headed boy of about three, who most fortunately, was paralyzed with terror. Eurydice saw the trouble at once, a slimy looking, golden green spot about the size of her fingernail just to the right of the child’s navel. But she realized instantly that was not all! She drew a sharp breath, sensing the ill beneath the skin—long tendrils stretching out from the spot, growing even as she felt for them. She could never… And then she thought of Hades’ long knife and looked at the wide, tear-drenched blue eyes of the terrified child—and she sent Power down at that filthy yellow-green smear and coursing along those threads, twisting the foul substance, changing it, forcing it back to the pattern of healthy flesh.

Power poured from her as water pours from a pitcher’s mouth, faster and faster to catch and change the threads as if she tipped the vessel farther and farther. As her fingers traced those growing threads, her hands grew cold and then her arms, but she remembered Hades’ knife and forced the Power out. And then a hand fell on her shoulder and strength flooded into her as fast as she poured it out. And the threads thinned and faded and were gone.

“He is clean,” she said to Hades.

“You are sure?”

Eurydice shuddered. “I know now what you fear. I am very sure. The child is clean.”

“Look at the mother,” Hades said, as he reached down to grab the child’s head and leg and lift him straight up off the blanket so he would not touch any part of it.

Eurydice looked at every place skin was exposed on the woman, but there was no taint of the disease and she said so. Hades had handed the child to a tall, gaunt woman who had come running at the sound of the wailing. He bade the mother stand perfectly still and took her gown and tunic by the back of the neck and slit them to the hem. The woman seized the torn edges and pulled her clothing off, dropping it on the blanket that had covered the child. Eurydice scanned her body, but that too was clean and healthy, and in a moment smiled and nodded. A roar of acclamation went up that seemed to shake the solid stone of the cavern.

Horrified, Eurydice shrank back against Persephone. “No,” she whispered. “Do not let the people believe I can Heal this thing. It was only because it was so tiny, so new, and even then I needed more Power, much more than I had.” She looked at Persephone with widened eyes. “You fed me, Queen Persephone.”

“Yes. The Mother feeds me and I feed others. It is my only Gift.”

“But even with your help…” Eurydice’s eyes were full of tears. “The king was right. I almost could not Heal that foulness. Another half candlemark and I could have done nothing. Perhaps I should not have tried, not have proffered a hope which must be unfulfilled. What I have done is worse than nothing.”

“No, not that,” Persephone said. “Even if you cannot Heal those on whom the chrusos thanatos has a hold, you can sense the disorder even where it does not show. Then those who have come near the thing would not have to wait in terror for the signs to show. That itself would be a great service. And if you sensed the ill before the signs showed, perhaps those could be Healed?”

“I would try,” Eurydice sighed. “Goddess knows, I would try. That is a terrible disease!”

Meanwhile someone had handed the mother a tunic, which she pulled on. Her face was radiant as she held out her hands for her son. And Hades looked at the gown and blanket and said, “Burn!”

The cloth did not, as Eurydice expected, catch fire. Instead the rock below it began to glow, first red and then an incandescent yellow, at which point the cloth flamed briefly and then fell away to ash. Eurydice stared at the glowing rock. She could not imagine the expenditure of Power needed to do such a thing. Human as they looked and acted, Hades and Persephone must, indeed, be gods. Staring at the rock, she did not notice Hades glance significantly at her and then at his wife. Persephone smiled and nodded.

* * *

Days passed into weeks and the weeks into a moon. Actually Eurydice was not certain exactly how long she had lived in the underworld because she had been too confused in the beginning to keep count. It took her awhile, too, to become accustomed to rising and going to sleep when there was no rising and setting sun to set the times. But Persephone assigned a dark-haired little maid—one who said, inexplicably, that she had been born in the underworld (did the dead conceive and bear children?)—to tell her when it was time to go to bed and to wake her when it was time to rise. It only took her a few “days” to adjust.

Everything else was just as easy. She had a luxurious chamber—with a wide, cushioned bed, carved and cushioned chairs, a marble table, a curtained dressing room—opening into the long passage walled off from the giant cavern by the brass gates, her room, because those who Healed and Found might be called upon at any hour, was only two doors down from the wide corridor leading to the private quarters of the king and queen. Other high servants lived left and right along that passage: closest to the corridor, the chamber at the corner, was Koios’, the horribly crippled, much-beloved steward of the king; Arachne, whose private chamber led to a much larger cavern where she and her maidens spun thread and wove fabrics even mote exquisite than those Eurydice had seen in Colchis, was two doors down from Eurydice’s chamber; and across the mouth of the corridor, were Aktaion and Sysiphus, special servants to Hades. Eurydice ate with the royal servants, and found that in addition to lodging in great comfort and dining on excellent dishes in interesting company, several handsome undertunics and gowns were her “pay” for saving the child and, several days later, for Finding a man who had been lost behind a fall of rock.

She had protested that, saying that she had been told Gifts were common in the underworld and that she could not have saved the child without the Power Persephone had lent her. Persephone replied that the Gifted miner had already failed to Find his comrade and that the Mother’s Power was free to all Her priestesses. But when Eurydice shrank away and whispered she did not wish to be consecrated to the temple, Persephone only cocked an eyebrow at her and said consecration was not necessary to be Her priestess.

As the weeks passed, Eurydice lost all sense of strangeness. She hardly noticed Aktaion’s scars or Sisyphus’ blasted skin or even Koios’ horrible mutilations. They all became friends, even, to her amazement, Hades and Persephone, who had a lively wit and often mixed in the general conversation with hilarious results. Eurydice also had work enough to make her feel useful: Twice, she was able to detect and eradicate the earliest stages of chrusos thanatos, before even a speck was visible to the eye; she Found a gang of outlaws who had terrorized some outer caves, although most of her Finding was lost children and trinkets and strayed pets—those were very strange creatures, indeed. In addition, she found a ready market for her spells, most especially those to instill appetite. Apparently, the food provided for the common folk was not as varied or as tasty as that which appeared on Hades’ and Persephone’s table and the ability to spell-cast was not as common as being Gifted. Eurydice was content. She was safe. She was home.

It was that word passing through her mind that brought her first twinge of regret. She had found a home at last, but she had lost Orpheus—who had lost her by seeking out his own home. She wiped away the tears that had flooded her eyes when she thought of him, and put the regret aside. If she were dead, they were lost to each other.

By then, however, Eurydice’s shock had abated, as had the fear and wonder generated in her when Hades took her or summoned her into the deep mines and great caverns of the underworld to Find for him. This time, when Orpheus came into her mind, she had slipped into a comfortable pattern and there was no bemusement or sudden shock of fear or delight to drive his image away. Suddenly she knew why, although she was safe and truly at home, she was not really happy. Then, for the first time, she felt true grief over being dead, being forever lost to her love. And, in the fresh, wrenching misery of her loss, she began to wonder if there were not some way to amend it, wondering if she could at least look forward to being reunited with her husband if he should die. The ache in her heart would not ease all afternoon and, at last, she went to Persephone with that question.

“Not unless he is sacrificed to Hades—or to me,” the queen replied, her eyes sad. “You must know that there could not be space in these caverns for the multitudes of dead. You who are sacrificed to us are set apart and dwell with us here in Plutos. The others go…elsewhere.”

“Then I wish to go to wherever that elsewhere is,” Eurydice cried.

“Not now,” Persephone said. “Not yet. It will be many years before Orpheus reaches that sad and empty place. Why should you wait for him there, where you will be no use to him, to yourself, or to anyone else? Why not pass the years here, where you do so much good? Would you have wanted poor Timon to die in agony behind that wall of rock, which he would have done had you not Found him. And what of the little babe you saved the very day you arrived? And what of poor Hades, who has enough grief on his soul without giving grace to babes? When the time is ripe, you will go to that elsewhere.”

“And find Orpheus?”

Persephone looked past her, her golden eyes dimmer than usual. “I do not know,” she whispered. “There are some things even the ‘gods’ do not know.”

There was an odd note in the queen’s voice when she said the word “gods.” It made Eurydice wonder whether Persephone believed that she and Hades were gods. Over the weeks that followed, other things made her wonder. Venturing too boldly near a pool of burning rock, Persephone burned her foot before Hades could snatch her back, and he brought her to Eurydice to Heal. Did gods get blisters on their toes? Eurydice wondered. It brought back all her doubts about why the dead bled when they were cut, why they needed to be Healed, to eat, to sleep, why they felt cold and heat?

Alert and filled with doubt now, Eurydice found more and more puzzles as time passed. She had put aside the question of why there were babes in Plutos. Children died in the upperworld, and she assumed they were given to underworld women to care for. Nor did women with swollen bellies seem impossible, as pregnant women died too. However, when a girl came to her and begged her for help in holding a child she had conceived, saying she had lost two before—that seemed really strange. How could the dead conceive?

Then one day Koios slipped and fell. Hearing him cry out, Eurydice rushed into the passage to help. She saw at once that he had done himself no serious damage and went to help him rise because she understood how distasteful to him it was to sprawl helplessly. And he was heavy, too heavy for her to lift! She ran for Hades, and watched, deeply puzzled, as the “god” strained to raise his fallen friend. Hades was not dead, she knew that, and knew also how strong he was. How could a dead wraith be so heavy that a “god” could not lift him easily?

Among all of them, Koios was the one she was most certain had died. His mutilations were dreadful; it seemed as if every bone in his body had been broken and had set wrong, even his neck. Yet he had considerable substance, if Hades’ effort was evidence, and Eurydice knew from her own experience that he was warm and solid. She was too. They all were. They were not dead!

Yet she and most others had been sacrificed to the King of the Dead… And then she remembered that one of the things that had frightened her most about the tales of the Greeks sacrificing their Gifted to the King of the Dead was that they were forbidden to kill them. The poor creatures were bound and carried or driven into certain caves where it was said that the dead seized them and drew them through the stone walls of the cave into the underworld.

Then she was not dead at all! She could go back to Orpheus!

She jumped up from her chair to seek the queen, and then stood frozen. Persephone would scarcely welcome the news that the secret of the underworld had been uncovered. What she had discovered might be dangerous. Hades and Persephone did not reign over the dead. They ruled the outcasts of the upperworld, and possibly of Olympus. If the others realized that they were not dead, would they not wish to return to the upperworld? Would Hades and Persephone be left rulers of nothing?

Eurydice sat down slowly again and thought about that, finding herself shaking her head. Surely she could not be the only one to have realized that she had entered the underworld alive. Likely there were guards and spells to prevent escape, but many would not want to escape. The caves were dark and cold, but what they had left behind was not a good life, as evidenced by the scars many bore. And for those born in the underworld, not only was it their familiar home, but the evidence of their eyes and ears given by parents and many newcomers must tell them that the outerworld was not kind to strangers or the Gifted. If life in Plutos was hard and dangerous, which it was for many, at least there was true justice and respect for their Gifts, whatever they were. They were not spat upon for witchcraft nor threatened with burning…

That brought back the memory of that last night? morning? in Orpheus’ village and the furious voice shouting she should be burnt. She shivered in her safe, dry chamber and wondered to what she would return, if she could obtain Persephone’s and Hades’ permission. Certainly not to the village. But where else could she find Orpheus? And now that his people had decided she was dangerous, they would give him no peace until he agreed to be rid of her. Fearful of her “return from the dead,” might they not even attack Orpheus if he tried to protect her?

That raised an even more painful question: Would he try to protect her? Was he not as bad as those who had raised him? He might love what he wanted her to be, but he did not love Eurydice the witch. He wanted to bind her to slavery, strip her of her Gifts. She bit her lip, remembering that even before the villagers had attacked her she had been planning to leave him. So what would she have in the upperworld? A dreadful, precarious life, all alone. Here she had friends and a secure home.

She buried deep the knowledge that she was alive, and went about her business, but the bloom of joy in her work and the acceptance of it had been lost. While she believed she was dead and that Orpheus was totally out of her grasp, much as she ached for him, it was an impossible dream. Now she knew that with cleverness and manipulation, it was barely possible that she might “return from the dead.”

Only she did not want to go back to the upperworld. By the time a second moon had passed, she had been introduced to the beauty and glories of the crystal caves, had come even closer to the folk among whom she lived. She had come to love the underworld, and Persephone said that soon she would be taken to a temple where she could worship her Goddess. But neither the ravishing beauty of her new world nor the warm friendship of its rulers and their people could cure her desire for Orpheus. As often as she put aside that longing as foolish and unhealthy, it returned stronger than ever.

Then she began to dream—strange dreams of Orpheus wearing a large pack and hurrying, hurrying, only at last to stand in wide-eyed awe—or fear—before…what? She could not tell what he saw because she was behind it, looking out at him. She woke weeping, reaching out for him, and wept again when she knew it was not a Finding but only a dream. But when she slept again she dreamed again. This time Orpheus was playing his cithara to one of the more horribly scarred “dead,” who walked before him carrying a torch.

When she woke and dried her tears, she tried to laugh at herself for dreaming what she desired. Her first impulse was to try to Find Orpheus, but she shrank away from that. Once when she was newly come to the underworld, she had sought him and Found. He was sitting on a stool near a richly draped, bearded man, just putting aside his cithara. When it was cased, he smiled up at a woman seated beside the man. Smiled! And she was dead!

She had cast the vision from her with a cry and had fallen from her chair, curled up as if she had been stabbed in the breast. In the next moment, laboring for breath around the agony that gripped her breast and throat, she told herself that he had not yet known she was dead, that it was necessary for him to smile at his host’s wife. Nothing helped. The pain tore at her until she crawled into bed and cried herself to sleep. It was with her, only slightly diminished, when she woke, and still, as now, whenever she thought of seeking her love, that pain gripped her by the throat so she could scarcely breathe. No, she would not try again.

Partly because it was painful, partly because, buried in the darkest recesses of her heart, she had a hope that Orpheus was coming for her, and she did not want the king and queen to be warned, she did not mention her dream, not even when it returned the next night and the next.

On the fourth day, Eurydice was in a side cavern, beyond the deep curving stair where the winds howled day and night like an army of tormented souls. She had been called to Heal a miner who had stepped on a sharp rock, cut his foot, and either because he did not want his carelessness known or did not want the cost of a Healing marked against him, ignored the injury until it went putrid. Barely able to save the foot and leg, Eurydice was satisfied this time to follow Hades’ order and not Heal the hurt completely. It would only make the men careless, the king said, if they did not suffer some inconvenience.

Eurydice had thought that harsh, but had evidence in the past that he was right. This man, instead of being grateful that he would not be crippled, complained bitterly over needing to have the wound dressed and wait until it would cure itself by nature. Eurydice had sat back on her heels, about to speak some sharp words, when Aktaion came in and said the king and queen wanted her.

She froze where she had been kneeling beside the man’s bed. For a moment she could not even force herself to look up at Aktaion. When she did, her heart leapt into her throat and began to pound. There were smears, as if tears had been roughly wiped from his face, but he looked disapproving, too. She had to look down again, because her vision began to swim, and then she forced herself to blank her mind completely, as if she were about to embark on a great spell that could be damaged by any strong emotion.

In that state she gathered the remaining bandages and herbs and without question followed Aktaion back to the public audience cavern. The thrones were empty! The whole chamber was empty! She had not dreamed true. Orpheus had not come.

Her disappointment was so violent, that she was through the brass gates and walking down the central corridor that led to the royal living quarters before shame hit her. If Aktaion had wept, something terrible must have happened.

“What—” she began, but Aktaion shook his head and opened the door in silence. She saw at once that Hades and Persephone were there, safe and well. “Koios?” she cried. He was the dearest and the most fragile, but as soon as she was farther into the room she saw him too, also tearstained.

“Your husband has come for you,” Hades said.

 


Chapter Twenty-five

 

Joy and terror hit Eurydice simultaneously so that she only stood and gaped at them. Orpheus had come for her! But she would have to leave Plutos!

“The dead do not return,” she whispered.

Hades blinked. “Is that what you wish us to tell him?”

Tears filled Eurydice’s eyes and rolled down her cheeks. “Oh, no. I love him so.”

“Do you wish to return with him?” Persephone asked. “Do you wish to live again in fear among those who hate and despise the Gifted?”

“No,” Eurydice whispered.

“Well, you must choose between the two,” Persephone said, her voice now hard. “Hades and I offered your Orpheus a haven here with us—he, too, is Gifted, greatly Gifted. He sang our poor guard into ensorcelled obedience to bring him from the entrance to our audience chamber. And then he sang to us. Every man and woman in the chamber was enslaved by his music. We, also. We offered him honor, a home, and you. He would have none of it. He would take you back again.”

“You sent him away?” Eurydice could scarcely force out the words. “Could I not even see him to say goodbye?”

“You may see him,” Hades said. “You may even go with him… I could not deny him, a man who would descend into death’s halls to find his wife.”

“I have your leave to go with him?” Eurydice looked from one to the other. Both looked sad rather than angry.

“You have our leave,” Persephone said, “but if you go, I fear you will not return here.”

“You will not have me back?” Eurydice caught her breath.

“Child,” Persephone said, more kindly, “I said I fear. Hades and I will not reject you, my dear. I fear if you return to the upperworld, this time they will kill you instead of sacrificing you, perhaps burn you so that your ashes cannot rise again, as they will believe this body of yours rose again from the dead. Then you will go to that elsewhere that even the ‘gods’ do not know.”

She understood. She had long known the “dead” of Plutos were not dead at all. Somewhere inside her was fear, the knowledge of how close she had come to true death and that as long as she lived on the upperworld that threat would hang over her. But over and above that, beyond all fear, was a longing so powerful that it made nothing of death. Orpheus was here. She could be with him again. Her eyes passed around the room, meeting those of the people who had offered her acceptance, friendship. Tears wet her cheeks again.

“I do not wish to leave you and Plutos,” she cried, “but I love him.”

Persephone bent her head. Hades put his hand on her—arm. “Aktaion,” he said, “take Orpheus out into the passage from which he arrived.”

To Eurydice, Persephone said, “Then go. We will neither help nor hinder. Just remember that you may turn back at any time and be welcome here, and Orpheus with you, if you can make him understand the danger into which he is leading you and induce him to return with you.”

Eurydice went out of the chamber hard on Aktaion’s heels, but she did not follow him to wherever Orpheus had been told to wait. She was shaking with eagerness to see him, but she knew the journey out must be at least three days long. She had dreamt of Orpheus for three nights. She did not need to see which passage Orpheus entered; she could Find him. What she needed were blankets, her slingshot and pebbles, a warm cloak; her long knife and other necessities of travel in the caves were already on her belt.

Not that she needed to Find Orpheus. As soon as she emerged from her chamber and passed the brass gates, she heard him cry out, “Eurydice!” in a despairing voice, as if he had called more than once.

“I am coming,” she replied, running toward the end of the chamber from which she, herself, had entered.

“Eurydice,” he called again, and then, “Where are you?”

She had entered the tunnel by then and saw him looking back, right at her. A pang of fear passed through her, and then she realized that he was caught in the illusion that prevented anyone who had crossed the Styx from looking back.

“I am right behind you,” she said, “but you cannot see me if you look back. One never looks back in Plutos. Go forward. I will follow.”

That was not true for residents, of course. The spell wore away, unless it was renewed for some reason, in a few days.

“Speak to me,” he said, his beautiful voice trembling. “How will I know you are there?”

“When we cross the Styx you will see me,” she assured him, smiling with joy as she ate him with her eyes. “But you would see me the sooner if you would come back and stay in Plutos.”

“You do not mean that,” he said. “You are ensorcelled. There is a spell on you that makes you try to bring others into this ghastly place.”

“No, Orpheus,” she said. “Hades and Persephone are good and gentle pe—ah, gods. They would not do such a thing. And Plutos is not ghastly. This part is cold and dark, but there are great beauties in the underworld, and better than that, there are good, kind people who do not fear my Gifts, people who like me and wish to be my friends.”

“Those Gifts!” Orpheus turned and began to walk along the tunnel. “Those accursed Gifts were what brought you here.”

“No, Orpheus,” she said. “It is the fear most folk have of anything different and the envy of the ungifted that brought me here. And I do not wish to leave. Here I am safe and cared for.”

“I will care for you and keep you safe.”

That statement was so ridiculous in the light of where they were and how Eurydice had got there that she was shocked silent. She was shocked again when they came to the shore of the Styx and she saw a boatman—not the boatman who had brought her; she had learned that there was more than one Charon—waiting there, but the explanation was simple enough.

“Play for me again,” he cried as soon as Orpheus came into sight.

“I will,” Orpheus said, lifting the cithara, which he had been carrying naked in his hand, “but not until my wife is aboard. You must not set out without her.”

The boatman, of course, could see Eurydice. His brows lifted, but when Eurydice bent and whispered, “It is with King Hades’ and Queen Persephone’s permission,” he said, “She is aboard, sweet singer. Sing.” And pushed off into the river.

“Eurydice?” Orpheus cried.

“I am here,” she answered, but her voice was low, her heart heavy.

He called her Gifts accursed and said he would protect her. His protection had brought her through the gates of death. This time it had been the best thing that ever happened to her, but next time… She shivered, remembering how Persephone had said that next time those who hated and feared her Gifts might kill her. And then Orpheus began to sing…and all she could remember was that he loved her enough to follow her into death’s realm.

The song ended. The boatman sighed, as if somehow fulfilled and thrust hard with his pole. Soon the prow ground on the pebbles of the other shore. It was pitch black—the torches that had guided Eurydice were not alight—but Orpheus stepped over the boat’s side without hesitation and called, “Eurydice.” For one moment she hesitated as a wave of fear and regret washed over her, but all the safety and kindness in the world could not make up for the lost love of a man who would seek her through death’s doors.

“I am here,” she answered, and came ashore, hearing a moment later, the scritch of the pebbles as the boatman poled his vessel back into the river.

Without thinking, she muttered the spell to light crystal that Hades had taught her when she began to go into the far caves and mines to Heal and Find. It took a lot of Power, which was why few could use it, but here in Plutos Eurydice never seemed to lack for Power. As the pebbles made of crystal lit, she recalled how wondrous and exciting those journeys through the caves had been, more thrilling than her travels in the upperworld. The dangers were much the same—wild beasts, bandits, rough terrain, and, most terrifying of all, chrusos thanatos—but the glories she had seen and the easy acceptance of a woman who wished to share the experience were better. No one needed to live a dull peasant’s life in Plutos, except by his or her own desire. Her thoughts were broken when she heard Orpheus gasp and she saw him looking around at the glowing stones.

“I am a witch,” Eurydice said.

He spun around—she had been behind him—and cried, “Eurydice!” and leapt to take her in his arms.

He kissed her lips, her eyes, her hair, clutched her to him so tight her ribs creaked, pushed her away so he could kiss her again, drew her close to hug again, all the while muttering her name and shaking so hard that the cithara in his hand banged against her.

“You are real. You are warm. You are not dead.”

She returned his caresses with fervor, laughing as she said between kisses, “So are we all, in Plutos. There are no cold and clammy dead among us.”

He clutched her tighter for a moment and then said, “And will you be cold, clammy, and dead when we leave Plutos?”

“I do not know,” Eurydice replied. Actually she didn’t think so. She was sure Persephone would have warned her if that fate threatened, but she was willing to let any doubts and fears Orpheus had work on him. Perhaps the fear of losing her again would bring him to come back with her. “We can go back,” she added tentatively.

“No!” he exclaimed, pushed her away, and turned back to his pack.

From that, he drew a stick with a fat, straw-wrapped head, from a pouch on his belt a small pot of coals and a twig. The twig caught flame in the pot of coals and then set the straw aflame, which ignited the pitch and ground burning rock of the torch.

“Can you hold that?” he asked Eurydice.

She took it from him, wondering whether he expected the solid wood to slip through her ghostly hands. He closed his pack, cased the cithara, pushed his arms through the pack straps and hung the instrument from it. Then he took the torch from her and slid his free arm around her waist.

“Come,” he said. “We will be out of here in no long time.”

“But I do not wish to be out of here,” Eurydice protested. “I am following you because I love you, but here I have found a home, Orpheus. I wish to stay here.”

“You are ensorcelled,” he said, and gently urged her to go with him.

“No, I am not,” she said.

She then began to explain what her life was like, what the people with whom she lived were like, the kindness of Hades and Persephone. Orpheus did not respond at all, not even to deny what she said, but after awhile his arm dropped from her waist. He did take her hand, but more as if he wished to be sure she would not run away than out of affection. Eventually Eurydice fell silent.

They went along the passage and through the chamber in which Radamanthus had spoken to her—or perhaps another judge’s chamber—and out into a tunnel which Orpheus followed with surprising certainty. Eurydice did not remember it at all and imagined she had been carried along it, either still unconscious from the blow she had received or drugged. She had seen two other sacrifices come in during her stay and they, too, had “died” in the upper cave and wakened in the judge’s chamber. Neither had been sufficiently Gifted to be taken into the royal household. They had gone among the common folk. Eurydice shivered suddenly, remembering that she had had to Heal one of the “sacrifices” who had been brutally beaten and had several broken bones. Was that to what Orpheus was bringing her back?

“You will feel better when you are out in the sun again,” Orpheus said, having felt her shudder.

“I will be glad to see the sun,” she said—and recalled that this, too, had been promised by Persephone, who told her that they must pass out of the underworld to the temple of the Goddess.

She began again to try to explain why she had come to love Hades’ realm but met only another stone wall of silence and eventually a sharp order to be still.

“You are bespelled,” Orpheus said, his voice harsh with anger. “You are compelled to try to draw me into this world, and I will not be: drawn. I have used such Power as I never used before and never will again to ensnare the King and Queen of the Dead so I could have you back. I do not blame them for setting their will upon you to hold me here, but I will not be caught in the trap no matter how you cry that you love this place.”

Was that possible? Eurydice wondered. Was it possible that she had been ensorcelled into contentment? She could not believe that Hades and Persephone would do such a dreadful thing. And then she realized it would not really be an evil act to set such a spell on those who came into Plutos. They could not go back because they would be driven out again and perhaps hurt worse. Why should they not be content with their new home? The doubts kept her silent as they walked, and walked, and walked.

The torch lasted incredibly long and Eurydice was very tired and very, very hungry and thirsty before it began to gutter. Orpheus seemed disturbed when it began to burn low, looking from side to side and walking more quickly, dragging Eurydice, who was flagging a little. And then a darker patch loomed along the right-hand wall and he cried, “Ah! Here is where we can stop to eat and rest.”

He drew her into the side cavern, sticking the guttering torch into a socket sunk into the wall near the entrance. Below was a pile of torches similar to the one Orpheus had used. He reached for a new one to light from the old, but Eurydice caught his hand.

“Do not waste torches. Wood is very precious in Plutos.”

She said the spell and the whole cavern lit. Orpheus gaped around him at the brilliant starbursts of lacy white crystal that grew out of the ceiling, which itself glittered as if strewn with many-colored stars. More clusters of glowing white clung to the walls overspreading shining wave-form seams of silver, green, and blue. At the back a sparkling trickle of water ran from a crevice down into a broad bowl below.

Eurydice looked around at the little cave. The beauty was no lie, but there was no warmth in it. She slipped the roll of blankets from her back and pulled her cloak out to draw around her. She was no longer cold in the home cave, she thought. Was it possible that a spell had been set upon her and was wearing off? She thought of the warmth of the sun. It would be pleasant.

Meanwhile, Orpheus had recovered from his amazement and shed the cithara and his pack, which he opened. He drew packets from it, which he opened to expose travel bread, smoked meat, and dried fruit. Eurydice sighed. At Hades’ table they would have had a rich soup, succulent roast, and sweet tubers spiced with moss from the blue-light caves. They had eaten well at Phineas’ court too, she told herself. They would be welcome there and that was where they would go. Spirits rising, she went to drink at the fountain, but Orpheus rushed over and pulled her away.

“I have water of the upperworld,” he said, pressing a flask into her hand. “What you eat and drink here will bind you.”

The water in the flask was flat, slightly tainted by its container, and almost warm, unpleasant compared with the freezing purity of the cave spring. Eurydice almost turned back to the sparkling liquid in the bowl and then wondered whether what Orpheus said could be true. So she sipped the water she was given, spread her blankets and took the food.

Orpheus watched her eat with obvious relief and pleasure. Clearly he had been afraid that she would be unable to take ordinary food. Troubled, Eurydice felt within herself, but there was no sense of disturbance in the rhythms she was accustomed to feel within her body, no disorder among the tiny flickering stars that were spells ready to be invoked with a word or two or in the gently roiling currents of her Power. She was sure there had been no tampering there, and yet…

As if reassured, Orpheus sat beside her and also began to eat, but his eyes were on her more often than they were on the food, and before long he reached out and touched her hair, following with his finger a little curl that bent around her ear. Suddenly Eurydice was aflame. Her hunger for Orpheus was so intense that she could not wait to finish what she was eating. She dropped the food to the blanket, twisted around, and flung her arms around his neck.

“I missed you so,” she cried. “Even though I knew it was impossible to be with you again, you were never out of my thoughts and I could never stop wanting you. And then you came! You do love me. You do.”

“Of course I love you,” he murmured, but could say no more because Eurydice sealed his lips with her own.

She started to lean sideways, pulling him with her, but he resisted, drawing her across his body, saying softly, “It will be too cold and hard for you on the floor, come atop me.”

The consideration for her lent fuel to her flames, and she could feel his shaft hard and hot against her thighs as her body slid down with his. It took only a moment to raise her tunic and his. She was burning already and needed no readying and he was groaning softly with eagerness even before she impaled herself. Then, having him fast within her, she found all need for haste was gone. She lifted slowly, drawing her nether lips lingeringly along his shaft and, just before he slipped from her completely—which he strove to prevent by seizing her hips—and stopped, holding just the bared head within her, and wriggled. Orpheus let his hands drop from her hips and moaned. Eurydice slid down, just as slowly, slid up and wriggled, slid down.

Soon she could hear Orpheus breathing like a bellows, and, in another moment, he had hold of her hips again, trying to pull her down, hold her still, push her up—clearly so excited that he did not know what he wanted. His passion drove hers. She moved harder and faster, no longer able to linger teasingly at the top of her stroke. Now it was at the bottom, with his shaft completely swallowed, that she writhed and twisted, rubbing that tiny tongue at the tip of her lips against him until she could bear the rising pleasure no more and collapsed against Orpheus, crying aloud in relief. His voice echoed hers and she felt him thrusting against her as his own climax came.

“I cannot believe you are dead,” Orpheus sighed after awhile.

“Well of course I am not dead,” Eurydice said, laughing. “Do you not remember that the Gifted are sacrificed to Hades alive?”

Orpheus looked troubled, and she touched his face. “Much that you have been told about Plutos is not true. Far from being stone hard and dour, the King of the Dead is a very kind god, often more kind than just. Persephone…ah, she is different. Her Goddess is so strong in her that sometimes she is not…” Eurydice stopped abruptly, having almost said Persephone was not always human. She was not supposed to be human; she was supposed to be a goddess herself. Eurydice shook her head. “I am truly sorry to leave them and to leave Plutos,” she went on, and then as if Orpheus’ expression had stopped her, smiled and added, “but I will not urge you to stay here any longer.”

“You are freeing yourself from the bespelling,” Orpheus cried, taking her in his arms again.

Eurydice smiled at him. It was not true. If there had been any ensorcellment, it was as strong as ever. She regretted leaving a place in which her Gifts were welcome without any taint of fear, a place in which she had been safe and never bored. But that was all nothing compared to being with Orpheus. In fact, she doubted she had ever been bespelled. The beauty of the cave around her told her that the greater beauties she had seen below were real, that Finding folk trapped or lost so they could be rescued was more satisfying than Finding lost trinkets or straying husbands. Nonetheless, she was happy. Orpheus had come for her.

They ate then and talked of upperworld things, mostly of Orpheus’ journey and how successful he had been. There was a nice cache of silver waiting for them. And he told her the news that had drifted from Yolcos to the courts in which he had been entertaining. Jason had returned safely and married Medea, and his uncle had, after a brief time, left the throne and the country. The golden fleece was now hung behind Jason’s high chair, a mark of his heroism. There was news of Heracles, too. He had also returned safely but without either Hylas or Polyphemus.

When they were finished with their meal, Eurydice cut the spell and darkened the chamber and they slept. When they woke—they had no way of knowing whether it was night or day, but both were rested enough to be ready to go on—Orpheus discovered that his coals were dead. He was appalled, but Eurydice laughed and took from her pouch an oval piece of wood that held a round of flint and a grooved metal wheel. She took a torch, spun the wheel with her thumb, and an avalanche of sparks fell on the oil-soaked straw. It burst into flame.

“What is that?” Orpheus said.

“A fire-striker—a thing of Hades’ devising. All of us who travel into the deep caves must have a way to make fire and something to burn.”

“But you can make the caves light,” Orpheus said as he donned his pack and hooked the cithara to it, then took the torch from Eurydice.

“Not all caves have enough crystal to light,” Eurydice explained, lifting her rolled blankets to her shoulders. “Those that can light, I can light. However, I am a strong witch. Many in Plutos have only weak Gifts and cannot sustain that spell. It needs Power.”

Without answering, Orpheus stepped out into the passageway. He closed his eyes for a moment when Eurydice darkened the cave. When he opened them, the torchlight seemed bright enough.

“You are stronger now than before you came to Plutos?” he asked. He did not sound very happy about it.

“No,” Eurydice said. “I am only less afraid. Here in Plutos, I am not afraid at all.”

“We will not be in Plutos much longer,” Orpheus said, and started off.

That silenced Eurydice. He sounded as if he was pleased that she would be afraid. She knew it was because he, like most in Greece, hated and feared her Gifts. While they were on the Argo he had grown accustomed, almost proud of her Power. Since they had returned to that accursed village, he had become more and more sour and narrow-minded, Eurydice thought sadly. That brought back many unhappy memories. She had forgotten in her joy in being with Orpheus how dreadful it was always to be afraid, always to need to pretend that she was less than she was.

As they walked along she thought back over her life. The wisewoman in her village, to whom she had been apprenticed as a child, had soon become afraid of her. She had brought her to the temple, where the priestesses had welcomed her warmly, but that had not lasted long. She had soon learned that even in the temple, it was wise to smother her Gift—on the one hand because she wakened envy by being much stronger than the other priestesses, even the high priestess, and on the other because her Power made the priestesses desire to immure her among them so they could use her. Only in Plutos had she been free.

Her uncomfortable thoughts were interrupted by Orpheus, who pointed out another small cave and said it was time to eat again. When they were seated and the packets of dry trail food opened, he asked anxiously about her silence. They were coming near the end of the tunnel, he said, and would soon be in the cave of sacrifice. He watched her, a hand poised as if to catch her if she started to rise. She realized that he was afraid the ensorcellment that held her to Plutos was taking hold of her again.

Smiling because she was certain now that there was not and never had been any ensorcellment, Eurydice assured him she would not run away. Despite all the bad memories of her life in the upperworld and all her good ones of Plutos, she had no desire to turn back. But she did not say that because she knew he would not believe her, and she wished to keep her promise not to urge him again to live in Plutos—at least, not urge him directly.

She spoke instead of what she had been thinking and then said, “But I will be safe enough in Salmydessus. The only thing is that I cannot think how to get there in the middle of the winter.”

“Salmydessus?” Orpheus echoed. “Whatever made you think we would go to Salmydessus?”

“Well, we know it better than Kyzikos, and I trust Phineas. He is Gifted, also. I do not think the new Kyzikos is as open-hearted as the old, and might—”

“We are not going to Salmydessus or Kyzikos. Why should you even think of them.”

“Because they are places that accept the Gifted even if they are not totally welcoming. Do you know of a better place?”

“Certainly,” he said. “My village.”

Eurydice simply sat staring at him. After awhile, she shook her head. “You want to take me back to the village?” she asked slowly. “You want to take me back to a place where the headman wanted to burn me alive after his son tried to rape me?”

“The headman is dead,” Orpheus said flatly. “And Aristaios is gelded and crippled. You do not need to fear them or anyone else in the village.”

 


Chapter Twenty-six

 

“Are you ready to go, Eurydice?”

The voice was sharp and loud, betraying both impatience and uneasiness. Eurydice started and realized that she was sitting and staring at her empty hands. There were crumbs around where she sat, indicating that she had eaten. Her stomach told her she had eaten, too, and that the food was sitting heavily in it.

“Yes,” she said, not knowing what else to say, remembering that the headman of the village was dead and his son crippled and gelded.

She rose automatically, rolled the blanket on which they had been sitting, lifted it to her shoulder, and followed Orpheus from the cave. She walked beside him mindlessly, the facts repeating themselves over and over. The headman was dead and Aristaios was gelded and crippled. But it made no sense to her at all.

When they came to the end of the tunnel, the “dead” guard stepped forward. “Lady Eurydice, King Hades gave you leave to go, but remember that what you take with you will be dross in the outerworld.”

Eurydice stopped and looked around. The world came into focus. They were at the far end of the cave to which sacrifices were brought, human and animal. Orpheus was behind her to the right, staring hard at her, his mouth tight with anxiety. Right before her was the trough into which blood was spilled.

When she crossed that, gold and gems would turn to rotten twigs and turds, cloth to blood-smattered rags. She had known it but had been in such a hurry to go to Orpheus that she had forgotten to ask the king or queen to break the spell on the dress she wore.

She looked again at Orpheus. He had dropped the torch—a dim light, enough to see by, came from the mouth of the cave—and his arms were a little outstretched, as if to catch her if she tried to turn back. She shook her head at him very slightly. He had killed the headman and gelded and crippled Aristaios for her sake. She would not run back. She dropped her blankets by the guard’s feet, undid her earrings and bracelets and left them too. She also removed the pouches from her belt, keeping nothing except what she was wearing and her cloak, which had come with her from the upperworld. There was nothing she could do about the tunic she was wearing, she thought as she turned and stepped across the trough.

As the handsome gown changed to filthy rags, she hesitated—and was immediately struck by a blow from behind. She staggered forward, felt Orpheus seize her shoulders in a grip that hurt cruelly and push her ahead.

“Orpheus!” she cried, but he only pushed her harder, forcing her to run and not permitting her to turn at all.

In another moment she realized that he was afraid this was the critical moment, that she would refuse to leave the cave and insist on going back and that the sunlight of the outer-world would break the spell. Briefly, Eurydice looked within herself, but there was no spell, no greater reluctance than she had ever felt over leaving Plutos. She began to cooperate, hurrying forward with him until they burst out of the cavemouth and into a sunlit meadow.

Eurydice let Orpheus take her about halfway across the open field and then stopped, pulled his hands from her shoulders, turned and kissed him. “This is far enough,” she said. “You know I came willingly across the blood trough and out of the cave. You can see my gown is bloodstained rags, but I am as I was, alive and well.”

“I thank all the gods for that,” Orpheus cried, embracing her and kissing her. “I could not believe it. I never really believed it, even when we lay together. I expected every moment to die, but I wanted to be with you.”

“And I want to be with you—but not in that village.” Eurydice shivered and pulled her cloak more tightly about her. It was cold, the winter sun weak, but it was not the outer cold that made her shiver.

“Beloved—” Orpheus sat down in the grass and pulled her down beside him. “You will be safe there now. No one will dare harm you or speak ill to you—”

“Or speak to me at all, you fool! Do you mean to tell me that you killed the headman and clipped and gelded his son just so we could live in that accursed village?”

“No, of course not,” he said, taking her hand. “That was when I learned what they had done to you. I came home full of joy with more than enough money to get us through the winter and perhaps even buy a cow and a few goats and sheep. The headman met me and told me you were gone. At first I did not understand. I thought you had…left me. I knew you were very angry when I went away to sing without you. I was so stunned, that I did not understand what he was saying.”

“No doubt he told you how I struck down his son.”

“No, not at first. What he was doing was offering me my choice of the girls of the village to take your place. I wept and said no one could ever take your place for me, and that I would go after you and find you and bring you home. It was then, he told me that you were an evil witch and that you had nearly killed his son just for offering his services as a man.”

“So he did,” Eurydice snapped. “But after I assured him that I did not want him in my bed—that was the man-service he was offering—he tried to take me by force in a field. I think now he did not even want me, that he was doing as his father suggested and trying to prove me a whore, so you would reject me. But what happened to him was an accident. Running away from him, I fell on an adder. In drawing Power to Heal myself, I drew from him as well as from everything else around me. Usually, I am more careful, but I was frightened.”

He nodded. “I did not know the truth, but I did not believe the headman. I do not like your Gifts, Eurydice—I wish you would rid yourself of them—but in all the years I have known you, even when we were in grave danger, you have never harmed any with them.”

“I cannot rid myself of my Gifts,” Eurydice cried. “They were born in me. But I tell you this. I would not if I could.”

As if she had not spoken, Orpheus went on, “Anyway, by then I was growing angry. I thought they had driven you out of the village, and I seized the headman by the throat and demanded to know where you had gone. The son meanwhile, had fetched his sword and tried to strike me from behind. I threw the father away and drew my blade to defend myself.”

“Was no one else there?” Eurydice cried. “Did no one of your precious villagers try to warn you or stop him?”

Color rose in Orpheus’ face and he did not meet her eyes. “Likely I would not have heard them. Aristaios was screaming that I was a fool to fight over a whore who had stared right into his eyes when he spoke to her. And why should anyone interfere? They all knew I was far more able with weapons than those two dolts. And so it was. In two strokes, I had hamstrung that lecher, and as he fell, I passed my sword between his legs and gelded him. I could think of no more fitting punishment for Aristaios, who, I think, has tupped every girl in the village and dared call you ‘whore’.”

Eurydice smiled. “I think so too.”

“It was then that the old man also came at me with a sword, and when he saw what I had done to his son, he screamed it was all for nothing. You were far beyond Aristaios’ reach in Plutos. I said, ‘Then you shall go to her and be her slave in the underworld.’ And I took off his head.” He hesitated a moment and then said harshly, “It is your fault too, Eurydice. I begged you not to use those foul Gifts and told you a thousand times to keep your eyes down when you speak to a man.”

“You mean I should have left Berenike’s child to die on the rocks?” Eurydice asked, her voice gone cold and hard. “And, in fact, I did keep my eyes down when I spoke to Aristaios. But I will do so no more.” Then she reached out and took his hand and spoke more gently. “Orpheus, my love, listen to me. I tried. I truly tried to be what you desired, what your village folk required, of a woman. It seems I failed. But that is not important. What is important is that I was miserably unhappy. I was bored and frightened all the time. I am not fit for village life.”

“You will become so,” Orpheus said, smiling and putting out a hand to draw her closer.

She jerked back. “No. No! I do not want to be a village drudge, doing nothing but women’s work, thinking of nothing beyond the next washing and the next pot of stew. I was born in a village, but even there I did little women’s work and before I first bled I was taken to the temple. There I learned to think, to use my Gifts, and to control and direct my Power. Do you think I will give that up to milk cows and reap corn?”

“In Greece, a woman—”

“Yes, I know. You have told me often enough. And I told you that I had tried and failed. That is clear enough by the fact that I have been once sacrificed.”

“That will not happen again,” Orpheus said.

“No, I agree. The next time someone will trip me into the well, or down a cliff, or set the house afire when you decide you must go away.”

“No,” Orpheus said. “It was all the headman’s doing. The others are not like him.”

Eurydice sighed. “You are mistaken, but it does not matter anyway. I tell you now, I cannot bear village life. I was not bred to it, and whatever evil befell me in my travels—and I was near to death more than once—at least it was not from boredom. That means I cannot live anywhere in Greece where women are mured up behind walls and show their virtue by being ignorant. We must go somewhere where I can use my Gifts and be free. I think Salmydessus would be best, but if you know a better place—”

“We will talk about that over the winter,” Orpheus said soothingly, gathering his feet under him to rise. “This is no time for traveling and I will not leave you alone this winter—”

“No,” Eurydice said, jumping to her feet before he could get up. “I left my own land, left a city where I was not unwelcome and was safe. I loved you enough to follow you to a place where I knew I would be hated and feared. They sacrificed me. Perhaps it was mostly the headman’s doing, but not one single person tried to save me. No, Orpheus, I will not go back to that village for longer than it takes to gather up our belongings, and I will not go at all unless you swear upon your precious honor—give oath to me as you gave it to Jason—that we will leave on the day after we arrive to go to Salmydessus or some other city not in Greece.”

“You are being unreasonable, Eurydice,” Orpheus said, rising also and putting out a hand. Instead of taking it she backed away. “Eurydice,” he said, almost singing, “I know you have had a very frightening experience—”

“My experience in Plutos was not frightening at all,” she snapped. “Unfortunately, I do not expect that to happen again. I am certain my next experience at the hands of your dear villagers will be fatal.”

“I will watch over you,” he promised.

She shook her head. “You brought me out of Plutos, which I love. I gave up my sweet life there gladly to be with you. Now you must give up something for me. You must give up this village. I do not care if you visit it and give them your earnings. I can earn enough to keep us myself, but I will not live there.”

Orpheus sighed. “Oh, beloved, do you not understand? It is not the village. Perhaps I do not love it or its people so much as I once did. If you hate them, we could seek another village, but a village it must be. I thought the terror of being sacrificed would prove to you that you must learn to suppress your Gifts, to deny them, so no one will hate you or fear you. Eurydice, the gods do not love the Gifted. I fear for you. I want you to be like other women.”

She listened to him in wide-eyed horror. For love of her, he would destroy her. He had killed one man and maimed another to make her safe, yet he would wrench out her whole inner being. He did not realize that would leave only an empty shell that would shear sheep and milk cows and spin and dig and harvest and likely bear one child after another until she bled to death during one birthing. But that empty shell would not be Eurydice, and he would very soon stop loving it.

“No,” she said. “It is you who do not understand. It is true I am not like other women, Greek or Thracian. I am me, myself. I do not wish to be like other women. I will never forsake my Goddess or give up my Power. If you love me, you must love me as I am—the witch Eurydice.”

“The gods will curse you,” he cried.

“Not Hades and Persephone,” she said. “They bless me, for my Gifts are what their people truly need.” Tears came into her eyes. “Orpheus, I love you. I was willing, am willing, to give up the many joys of living in Plutos just to be with you. I will travel with you anywhere. I will live anywhere except Greece. But no matter where we go, I will not try to suppress my Gifts. I will try to make them stronger, to learn to draw and hold more Power, to learn more spells. I am a witch! It is what I am. I cannot be other and still be Eurydice.”

“I outfaced the King of the Dead to have you back,” he shouted. “You are a woman. You will obey me. You are mine!”

“No! I am mine!” she screamed. He reached for her, and she leapt back. “Stand or I will freeze you,” she warned.

“Foul witch,” he snarled, but he did not grab at her again.

The tears that had stood in her eyes now rolled down her cheeks. “You do not love Eurydice. You love some Simulacrum that you have devised, some perfect Greek wife. You do not even understand that if I became that thing, you would soon no longer love it. It could not laugh with you or tease you or tell you strange tales to be made into songs.” She uttered a single sob and turned away, saying over her shoulder. “Fare well, my beloved, fare well. I love you and always will, but I must be Eurydice.”

“Wait!” he cried as she started to run, following, but not closely enough to touch her. “I did not mean it. I do love you. In the spring if you still feel the same, I will take you anywhere you wish to go.”

She stopped in the mouth of the cave. “By spring I would be dead—and you do not mean what you say. You think you can bend me to your will again, as you did so many times before. Never again. If ever you decide that you love the witch Eurydice enough to live in a place of her choosing—as she lived in a place of your choosing and nearly died of it—you will be welcome to me in Plutos. You will not lack for folk to sing to or wonders to see or dangers to brave. Hades and Persephone promised me that you would be among the first of their servants, given all honor—”

“You are still ensorcelled,” he gasped stepping back. “All this has been only to draw me down into the underworld.”

“You are wrong,” she sighed, “but it does not matter. If you want me, you must come to me—even believing that.”

And she turned and ran headlong into the dark. Orpheus uttered a cry of horror as he saw her leap the trough and fall into the arms of the guardian “dead,” who seemed to have emerged from the wall. In another instant, she was drawn through the stone, also.

* * *

Persephone received Eurydice back with open arms—quite literally, for she held her while she wept—and soothed her with smiling assurances that she had not lost Orpheus. “He came once,” she said. “He will come again.”

Eurydice shook her head. “No, he did not come for love but to take back what he felt was his—a possession, a slave.”

At that, Persephone laughed aloud. “No man goes into the realm of the dead and dares beg favors from its king and queen to regain a bauble or a slave. No, whatever he pretends to himself or others, he loves you as dearly as you love him. It might take three moons, perhaps six, but he will come again. He is only stubborn because he is a man and of a tribe that believes the male superior to the female. He needs grief to make him understand that a man does not by his nature know best.”

“He will never understand that,” Eurydice sobbed.

Persephone laughed again. “Perhaps not, my love, perhaps not. Nonetheless, he will come. He is not a coward. He does not love his own life so much that he will forgo all joy to save it. Thus, because without you he will have no joy, he will come again. And now, I have another comfort to offer you. Come with me.”

Eurydice followed the queen through the great cavern and up the stairs. At first as the howling of souls in torment grew louder and louder, she was afraid that Persephone was going to show her that “elsewhere” from which she had been saved by being sacrificed. But as they climbed, wind began to tear at Eurydice’s hair and gown, and she needed to clutch the rope guides. And, when they were helped from the stairs by one of the guards, Eurydice realized there were no voices, only wind, pouring in and out through a cavemouth and through many openings higher in the cliff.

They emerged into a sunlit meadow, not large but thick with the stubble of a rich crop, and walked along a white gravel path toward the most beautiful temple Eurydice had ever seen. It was a pure white marble, and as they came closer Eurydice could see that it was carved in places into lacy fretwork, which reminded her of the crystal formations in the caves, and in other places into scenes of worship and fruitfulness of all kinds. The interior was lighted through the fretwork walls. Within was a clean altar on which it was clear no sacrifice had ever been burned. Only in a breathtakingly beautiful stone bowl was an exquisite arrangement of stalks of ripe wheat, barley, millet, and rye, of beans and peas and colored gourds.

“This is the Mother,” Persephone said softly, “my Goddess. But She has many faces, many natures. You are welcome, Eurydice, to look for your own Goddess within Her.”

Eurydice looked up. The face was not a maiden’s nor was any feature very similar to those in the temples where she had worshipped. It did not matter. “She is the same,” she whispered. “She is here, my Lady is here. That is why I never lacked for Power.”

She held up her hands, and felt the warmth of welcome and behind it the familiar shadow of amusement. Despite her grief over the loss of Orpheus, she could not help smiling back—and found she was comforted. She reached up to unhook her earrings to leave at the shrine. Persephone stopped her.

“This is a true Goddess,” she said. “She needs no sacrifice from us nor would She be moved by any except that in your heart. The priestesses of this temple and the temple itself are provided for by my lord and king. We bring nothing here but our love and our devotion and sometimes a trifle—” she gestured at the bowl “—to express our love the better and show that we appreciate what She has given us.”

Eurydice did not answer but she felt it was entirely right and made her worship perfect as it had never been before. She bowed to the Goddess who, so wonderful was that carven face, she could have sworn smiled at her. Then she and Persephone turned away and went out into the sun again.

“You are free of all our secrets now,” Persephone said, “you can live here in the outerworld, if you wish.”

“No, madam,” Eurydice replied. “I am glad to know it is here, glad to know I can see the sun and growing things and hear the birds sing. I will enjoy visiting above ground if I may, but most of my work is in the underworld and my friends are there, and the beauty and excitement of the caves are there, too. I will live as I have.”

What she did not say was that it was in the underworld that Orpheus would seek her, and if he should come, she did not wish to be delayed even by the little time it would take to fetch her from above. She told herself she must be patient, that Persephone had only been trying to calm her when she named so short a time as three to six moons, but she was so eager to see whether there were any signs of his changing his mind that on the fifth day she Found him.

He was back in their house in the village, just setting down his cithara and getting to his feet. Eurydice was immediately disappointed. She had hoped she would Find him lingering in the meadow near the cavemouth, unable to leave the place where he had last seen her. That he went so swiftly home, she felt, was a bad sign. And when he went and opened the door, the fairest of the village maidens was standing there proffering a covered dish and smiling up at him. Eurydice very nearly cut off the vision and swore never to seek him again. Her very pain, which froze her Finding on its object, saved her because she saw Orpheus’ face harden. She could not hear what he said, but it was clear enough. He shook his head and shut the door.

Eurydice was thrilled. He had refused to let the girl in; he had refused even to take the food she offered. He went back to the stool, lifted the cithara, and began to play. Tears came to Eurydice’s eyes. Never had she seen such misery on a man’s face. She cut off the vision. She would have to go to him… No, that was ridiculous. If she did she would soon be truly dead, and he would have guilt as well as grief to endure.

The pain of seeing Orpheus suffering was so great that she did not seek him again for a week. The next week there was a catastrophe in the deep pits. Some misunderstanding of Hades’ directions—or pure greed—led a group of miners to try to follow a seam of gold in a direction he had not authorized. For a few weeks the work went well, and then a last pick stroke opened the way into a great underground lake. Miners fled in all directions. Some were washed away with the water. When Hades had sealed the water into the tunnels it had already flooded, many of the places the men had sought safety were also sealed. Then Eurydice came and Found, and Found, and Found until she was hollow-eyed with fatigue, and Hades went through the solid stone again and again, until his face was as grey as the granite. He went as many times as Eurydice Found, to bring forth his men, both living and dead, and Persephone fed them both with Power, until even her seemingly inexhaustible fountain ran nearly dry, and she was weak and sick with draining.

Some were saved, more often only drowned bodies were brought forth. When the last man was accounted for, Eurydice slept for two days. Waking, she realized she had better proof than ever that those who lived in Plutos were no more dead than those who lived aboveground. All else that mimicked life might be only a form of punishment, but to die, be burned, and not return—only the living could do that. If only she could have proven it to Orpheus! Her eagerness to tell him, although she knew he would have no vision of her when she saw him so clearly in her mind, drove her to Find him again.

He was not at home but in a forest glade she did not know and he was playing the cithara, and around him was the strangest group of beasts Eurydice had ever seen. Some were hunters, others their prey, but all sat or stood quietly, staring at Orpheus. And he! His face wore an expression of exultation, of wild, utter freedom. Sadly Eurydice closed the shutters of her mind. He would not come now, she thought. He had found something that made living in the upperworld more satisfying than being with her. She would not seek for him again.

She did her best to settle her mind to it, trying, if she could not find happiness, at least to establish that contentment she had reached before she knew she was still alive and could be reunited with Orpheus. Over the next few weeks she mostly found peace, but there was a sadness underlying it, the sorrow of knowing that she was not loved as she loved. Because of that knowledge, she sometimes found the lightheartedness of her companions unbearable. Fortunately, she had the perfect excuse to avoid them at such times. She could always wander the uncultivated hillsides and even the blue-light caves seeking herbs for healing. With spells, slingshot, and javelins to protect herself, Hades did not insist that she take the guards he set on Persephone.

The isolation was not always good for her, however. One late spring afternoon she found herself crouched behind a fallen tree, weeping into the red fungi she had been scraping from its rotting bark. Nearly six moons had passed since Persephone had promised Orpheus would come. She sat beside the tree for a little while longer wondering whether true death brought oblivion and whether that would not be better. If she went back to Orpheus, she would have a few weeks or a few months with him before someone could catch her unawares and kill her.

Then she shook her head. She had no right to consider herself alone. Orpheus had already destroyed two men in her name—how many more would he kill when she was dead? Beyond that, if she left Plutos, how many would die for lack of her Gift? Every man caught in the flood in the lower pits would have died if not for her. Hades could fetch them out from behind walls of rock, but not if he did not know where to go. Her Healing was of use too, although there were many Healers in Plutos. Indeed, in herbs and simples, many were more skilled than she. She would never have known the properties of this ugly-looking stuff if she had not seen an old woman using it. She would go back, she thought, and join the merrymaking.

Strangely, there was no guard at the cavemouth. And through the roaring and whining of the wind, there was another sound. Or was it sound? She hurried to the stairs, clinging to the guide rope as she raced down and down—and heard the one voice in the world that could make stone weep.

 

“When will I sit beside thee and hear thee silverly speaking?

Laughing love’s low laughter?

Through and through me, ‘neath the flesh

Impalpable fire runs tingling

Nothing see mine eyes save thee

My voice is hushed, my tongue is broken

Save it sing of thee…Eurydice…Eurydice…”

 

* * *

“I am here,” she cried, racked with longing, struggling to push her way through the hall, which was more packed with people than she had ever seen before. “Orpheus! I am here!”

The music stopped abruptly. Those who had been standing rigid with attention, sighed, looked around at her, and gave way, some who knew her smiling and murmuring “Eurydice.”

“Where?” Orpheus shouted, standing up, the cithara hanging from his hand.

“Here,” she cried, laughing with tears streaming down her face as the crowd, now conscious of more than the spellbinding sounds, opened a path for her and she flung herself into Orpheus’ arms.

“They would not tell me where you were,” he said, “So I decided to sing until every person in the entire realm came to this hall.”

“But Orpheus, my love, they did not know where I was,” Eurydice said, still laughing and crying at the same time. “I am the far Finder. They have no other like me.”

“Where were you, then?”

She could not tell him, not yet, not until permission was given, although she thought it would be given in no long time. He had come, after all, of his own free will to be with her, and she, having what she desired so deeply, was not about to give it up.

“I was—ah—in a blue-light cave, gathering strange herbs.”

Eurydice felt Persephone’s approval and was about to raise her mouth for a kiss when Orpheus bellowed, “In a blue-light cave! Did you not tell me that those were very dangerous, that there were strange beasts and outlaws?” He turned his head to stare at Hades. “How is it that you let her go alone?”

Eurydice looked at Persephone. Persephone cast her eyes up to where heaven would be if they had not been beneath many stadia of rock. Hades looked startled, then rubbed his hand over his mouth. Eurydice, much relieved, decided he was hiding laughter.

“She insisted she desired to go alone,” Hades said. “I did warn her of the dangers, but being a woman, she would not listen. Have you found a way, Orpheus, to change a woman’s opinion once she has made up her mind? If you have, I desire that you tell me, for I have problems of my own.” He looked sidelong at Persephone.

“I beg your pardon, my lord,” Orpheus said then, shocked at his own temerity in accusing a god. “She is so precious to me…”

“That, too, I understand,” Hades said, his hand going out to clasp that of Persephone. And then he smiled. “Take him to your chamber, Eurydice, and find him some food and clothing too.”

The words peeled the scales of joy from Eurydice’s eyes. She saw that Orpheus was sunken-eyed and gaunt and that he had nothing with him but the cithara and her soaring spirits received a sharp check. It seemed that he had not come of his own free will after all.

“Were you driven out, my love?” she asked, when they came to her room and she had closed the door behind them.

“Out of the village, you mean?” His voice was absent. He stood staring at her, then reached out to touch her cheek, her hair. “No. They just disgusted me, acting as if one woman could be exchanged for another as easily as tunic for tunic. I left of my own will, and gladly. And then I went into the mountains and I released my own Power.” He drew her close and held her gently. “I was a fool to tell you to give it up. No, not a fool, a liar. I would not let myself believe that it was part of me, that it was always there in my music, even when I did not use it.”

“Then why are you without supplies—you are hungry. I can see it—without extra clothing or even a blanket.”

He looked puzzled. “I had some food. For the rest, why should I bother? The dead do not need clothing or blankets, but—”

She laughed at him, pulled his head down close to her lips and whispered in his ear, “We are not dead. Not all the folk here know that, so do not speak of it, please. As I tried to tell you before, no one in Plutos is dead. And, being alive, we must eat and drink, dress to keep warm, piss and—”

“I noticed that,” he said. “I must say I was annoyed. It seemed too much that I should be dead and still have all the inconveniences of being alive.”

“And all the conveniences, too,” she said, and kissed him full on the mouth.
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