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A Note to the Reader

Six Marks is a novel about a married woman, six gods of an older house, and the room a woman builds for herself when no one is watching.

It is a literary erotic fantasy. The sex is explicit and the prose is patient. It is for adult readers — eighteen and older — who want a book that lets a body’s accounting of its own desires unfold across a hundred and fifty thousand words rather than across one breathless night.

If you came here for fated-mate romantasy or for a quick burn, this is not that book. If you came here for the way a woman finds her own terms — slowly, through marks and through choice, with a husband she loves and a queen who would prefer her dead — you are in the right place.

The mythology has been freely adapted. None of the gods of this book are the gods of the Iliad, the Theogony, or any other source. They are these gods, in this book, as they came to me.

Content notes: explicit sexual content; scenes of intense emotional and physical intimacy; depictions of jealousy and infidelity; ambiguous consent within deliberate kink frames; stylized violence drawn from Greek myth.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window is real.

— E.F.




Prologue — The Cypress Pavilion

In the cypress pavilion at the western edge of a country no map had touched, the queen of the older house was warned at sundown.

She was alone. The long marble table that ran the length of the pavilion was empty — the bull-king was on the eastern shore, the god of arrows was somewhere over central Texas, the demigod was sleeping under his lion-pelt at the south ridge of his own mountain. The huntress had crossed her own forest two hours earlier and not come back. At sundown, the lord of the underworld did not leave his hall.

The queen sat at the head of the long table with her hands folded. Her dark hair was undone over the pale gold of the stole at her shoulders. Her ring was the thin gold ring of an older queen, on the third finger of her right hand, and it had been there for nine thousand years.

The cypresses moved.

A woman in a pale gray dress walked through them — not a woman, exactly, only one of the attendants of the older house — and stopped at the edge of the marble.

She did not bow.

“My queen.”

“What.”

“The Fates have spoken.”

The queen did not move.

“Speak.”

“They have chosen a fourth light.”

“Who.”

“A married mortal woman in the city of Austin in central Texas. Twenty-seven years of age. Three years married to a kind man who has not, in any of those years, hurt her. The god of arrows will mark the soft place under her ear at the end of the third week of July.”

“On what authority.”

“The Fates’ authority, my queen.”

“The Fates do not have authority over my house.”

“They have spoken, my queen.”

The queen turned her head, slightly, toward the eastern edge of the pavilion, where the cypresses gave onto the long slow gold-red light of the late summer evening over the country no map had touched.

For a long count, she said nothing.

Then she said —

“I do not, in this house, accept a fourth light.”

“My queen.”

“I have, in nine thousand years, accepted three. The first I buried. The second I forgot. The third walked, of her own will, into the sea. I will not, in this nine thousand and first year, begin a fourth.”

“The Fates —”

“The Fates may speak. They may not, in my house, decide.”

“What — my queen — what would you have me do.”

The queen of the older house set her hands flat on the cool white marble of the long table. She closed her eyes for a count of three.

When she opened them — in the long gold-red light of the late summer evening, in the cypress pavilion at the western edge of a country no map had touched — they were the color of the inside of a pomegranate.

She said —

“Find her.”

“My queen.”

“Find the woman the Fates have chosen. Find the kind husband. Find the man who will walk into her glass-walled office on the eighth floor of a marketing firm in the third week of July. Find the woman in the soft black blazer who has worked under her for two years. Find the cardinal in the magnolia outside her kitchen window.”

“Yes, my queen.”

“Then bring me — by the end of the third week of July — a way to make her disappear.”

The attendant did not move.

“My queen — she is, by the Fates’ authority, marked.”

“She is not, yet, marked.”

“In two days, my queen. Three at most. The god of arrows will —”

“Then in one day.”

“My queen.”

“Today is Tuesday. The god of arrows will not, by my count, strike before next Tuesday. You have one week.”

The cypresses moved again.

In the gold-red light of the late summer evening, the queen did not blink.

The attendant bowed, finally — once, low — and walked back out through the cypresses and was gone.

The queen sat alone at the head of the long marble table for one more slow count of three.

Then she lifted her right hand, with the thin gold ring of an older queen on the third finger, and set it, palm-flat, on the cool white marble.

She said, to the empty pavilion, in the slow gold-red light of a late summer evening at the western edge of a country no map had touched —

“Then we will see, mortal woman, what kind of fourth light you become.”

The cypresses, this time, did not move.




PART ONE — THE SLEEP






Chapter 1 — Austin, July

The fan above the bed had a rhythm Ellie could set her breathing to. One blade, two, three, four — the soft whump on the downbeat, the silver pull-chain ticking against the brass cap with the precision of a bored metronome. She lay on her back, the sheet kicked to the foot of the bed, and watched it move.

Outside, Austin was already awake. A dog barked twice on West Lynn. A delivery van hissed its brakes at the corner. Somewhere a sprinkler started up with a dry cough. The light coming through the linen curtains was the pale, oversaturated white you only get in central Texas in July, the kind of light that made the hairs on her arms stand up before she’d even thought about the day.

Thomas was singing in the kitchen.

He sang the way he did everything — a half step under perfect pitch, a half second behind the beat, but with such unshaken cheerfulness that you couldn’t begrudge him the imperfection. He was murdering something nineties he’d had on in the car the night before. The kettle was on. There was already coffee.

She rolled onto her side and looked at the dent his head had left in the pillow. He’d put a lavender sachet under the bedside lamp last week because she’d told him she was sleeping badly. There was a sticky note on the lampshade in his careful capitals: GOOD MORNING, BEAUTIFUL.

Ellie closed her eyes.

She had been dreaming again.

She couldn’t catch the dream, just its hem. Tall grass. Heat. The feeling of being walked through. Something white. A kind of pressure at her back, low, like a hand at the small of her spine, only the hand was the size of a wall.

“Babe?” Thomas called down the hall. “You up?”

She opened her eyes.

“Almost,” she said. Her voice came out hoarser than she’d expected.

“I made the kind with the cinnamon. Do not let me forget the recycling tonight.”

“I won’t.”

She heard him whistle a moment longer, then heard the front door open and close — he had a meeting at the gym; he always had a meeting at the gym — and then the apartment was hers, and quiet, and the fan went one, two, three, four, and she stared at the ceiling and thought Why, Ellie. Why aren’t you happy.

It was not a new question. She had been asking it for almost a year.

She got up and showered. The water ran lukewarm in summer no matter what you did to the heater. She stood under the spray with her forehead against the cool tile and let it find the long muscles in her back. Twenty-seven. Five-six. Heavier than she’d been at twenty. Hair down her back in a dark rope she had to wring out twice. Eyes she avoided in mirrors. Her mother had told her once, with the exhaustion of someone delivering a terminal diagnosis, that she looked like trouble. Ellie had been thirteen. She had not understood the comment until she was about nineteen, and then she had understood it for years.

She wrapped a towel around herself. Thomas had moved his sticky note to the steam-fogged mirror — GOOD MORNING, BEAUTIFUL, in his hopeful capitals — and she stood looking at her own face through the words.

He doesn’t know me at all.

Which was unfair. Thomas knew her grocery preferences and her shoe size and her allergy to mango. He had carried her to the bathroom the night she got food poisoning in San Antonio. He had cried, openly, at their wedding when he saw her come down the aisle — the kind of crying you can’t fake, the kind that makes the back of your throat ache to watch. Thomas loved her thoroughly.

It just turned out that being loved thoroughly by Thomas was something like being held very carefully in warm bathwater. You could not drown. You could not freeze. You also could not move.

She got dressed for work.

The marketing firm was on Lavaca, eight floors up in a glass building that had a coffee bar in the lobby that pretended to be Italian. Ellie rode the elevator with two men in suits who were having an argument about a fantasy football trade. She caught her own reflection in the polished steel of the door panel and adjusted the neck of her blouse. The blouse was a deep green silk thing she’d bought on sale in May, not because it was the kind of thing she wore but because it was the kind of thing the woman she wanted to be wore. It was her first day under a new boss.

His name was Adrian Hale.

She had met him exactly once, at the all-hands two Fridays ago, when he had stood at the front of the room with one hand in the pocket of his charcoal trousers and welcomed himself onto the floor in a voice that was lower than it had any reason to be. He had been hired out of a bigger agency in New York to take over the Strategy team. The previous director had been a sweet man named Phil who told dad jokes and gave everyone Starbucks gift cards at Christmas. Adrian Hale did not look like a man who gave anyone a gift card.

He looked like a man who looked at you and decided what you were for.

Ellie had thought this, two Fridays ago, and then been embarrassed by the thought. She had stood at the back of the room next to her work friend Priya and listened to Adrian tell them he expected better than what they were currently producing and that he would be available, by appointment, on Tuesdays and Thursdays. He’d said available the way some men said generous. Priya had leaned over and breathed the word yikes into Ellie’s ear and Ellie had laughed, and laughed again at herself for laughing, and gone home that night and stayed up until two in the morning for no reason she could name, and since then she had not slept right.

The elevator doors opened on eight. The receptionist, Marcus, lifted his coffee at her like a salute.

“He’s already in,” Marcus said. “He came in at six.”

“Good for him,” Ellie said, smiling, hating the wobble in her voice.

She walked the carpeted hall to her cube, put her bag down, turned on her monitor — and immediately, stupidly, looked toward the corner office. The blinds were down. She could see his shape moving behind them, slow and deliberate, like a shark in a tank. She forced herself to face her screen.

There was an email from him at the top of her inbox. Sent at 6:14 a.m.

Subject: Welcome.

Ellie —

I’d like ten minutes with you this morning. Come up at 9:15. Bring nothing.

— A.H.

Bring nothing. Who wrote bring nothing. Bring nothing what — nothing to drink, nothing to take notes on, nothing to defend yourself with? She read the email three times, told herself to stop reading it, and read it a fourth time. She heard Priya laughing at something a few cubes over. The office smelled like burnt espresso and rosemary hand soap. She looked at the clock at the bottom of her monitor. It was 8:53.

She made it to 9:15.

The door to his office was open six inches. She knocked anyway. He didn’t say come in. He said, “Ellie.”

The way he said her name, you would have thought she’d been late.

She pushed the door open.

His office was bare in a way she had not expected. The previous director, Phil, had kept it cluttered with framed photographs of his daughters and a bowl of those orange-wrapped peanut butter candies on the coffee table. Adrian had cleared it down to the blueprint. The desk was glass. The chair behind it was a black-leather thing made of right angles. The wall behind him was a single floor-to-ceiling window full of Austin: the glittering ribbon of the river, a pale skyline, a sky like a heat-bleached sheet. There were no photographs. There was no candy.

He was on his feet.

She had not, at the all-hands, gotten close enough to see his eyes. Not quite gray, not quite blue — the color of a sky that had not yet decided to clear. Taller than she’d thought, maybe six-two. Built in the way of a swimmer. White shirt, sleeves rolled to the forearms, a watch on his left wrist she chose not to evaluate. Thirty-five, maybe thirty-six. His mouth had something in it she did not want to think about yet.

“Sit,” he said.

She sat.

He did not sit. He came around the desk and leaned against the front of it with his arms folded, the way a patient man stands, and looked at her without speaking for what felt like a long time.

“You’re nervous,” he said.

“A little.”

“Why.”

She considered, briefly, lying. She did not know him well enough to lie convincingly.

“You’re new,” she said. “I haven’t worked under anyone like you. I want to do well.”

“Like me,” he said. The corner of his mouth did something that was not a smile.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“It’s exactly what you meant.”

She looked at her hands. She could feel her pulse in the side of her neck.

“You were on the Pellegrini account when Phil was here,” he said. “I read your decks.”

“Okay.”

“They’re better than they need to be.”

“Thank you.”

“That wasn’t a compliment, Ellie. It was a complaint. They are too good for that account. I would like you to work on something that uses what you can actually do.”

She raised her eyes. He was looking at her with that same quality from before.

“All right,” she said.

“I’m pitching a brand reposition for the Halcyon Hotels group. We have eight weeks. I need a strategist on it who isn’t going to be afraid of me. That is the first qualification. Are you afraid of me?”

There were a lot of correct answers to this question. The honest one was something like Yes, but not in the way you mean, and she could not say that, so she said, “No.”

“Then you’re on it. With me. Starting now. You’ll move desks. The conference room on this floor is yours and mine for the duration. We’ll work nights. Are you going to have a problem with that?”

“No.”

“Husband?”

“He’s understanding.”

“Mm.”

He let the mm sit in the air. She heard it like a stone dropped into a deep well, and waited for the splash.

“Last thing,” he said. “I’m not going to be your friend. I’m not going to ask about your weekend. I’m going to make you better at this work than you currently are, and I’m going to be unkind, when necessary, in the service of that. If at any point that becomes a problem for you, my door is open. Are we clear?”

“Clear.”

“Good. Get me your three best instincts on Halcyon by Thursday. I don’t want a deck. I want three sentences each. Go.”

She stood. He did not move from the desk. She walked to the door. As she put her hand on the doorknob, he said, quietly, almost as an afterthought: “Ellie.”

She turned.

“That blouse is going to be very distracting in conference rooms. I expect you to wear it anyway.”

She did not, afterwards, remember walking back to her cube. She remembered sitting down and putting her hands flat on her desk and staring at the wood-grain pattern of the laminate and feeling her face and chest and the skin behind her ears all flushing at once.

She thought: I am in trouble.

She thought: He knew exactly what he was doing.

She thought: I want him to do it again.

That night she went home and made dinner with Thomas and laughed at something funny on a show they were watching and put her bare feet in his lap on the couch and let him rub the arch of her right foot the way she liked, and she went to bed and turned out the light and lay in the dark with her eyes open for a long time.

When she slept, she dreamed of a meadow.

The meadow was huge. The grass came up to her knees and was full of small flowers — poppies, cornflowers, a yellow flower she had never seen before that smelled, when she crushed it underfoot, like honey and iron. The sun was high and the sky was so blue it felt heavy; she felt it pressing on the top of her head, the back of her shoulders. There was no horizon she could find. The meadow simply went on.

She was wearing a thin white linen dress she did not own. Her feet were bare.

A long way off, there was a tree.

She walked toward the tree. It took a long time. The light did not change while she walked. There was no sound at all, no wind, no insects, nothing — only the faint crunch of the grass under her bare feet and the breath in her own throat.

When she was about thirty yards from the tree, she saw the bull.

He was lying in the shade with his head up and his great body folded under him as a cat folds itself, and he was watching her. He was the size of a small barn. He was white — not the dirty white of a working animal but the impossible white of cathedral marble, of altar cloth, of the inside of a shell. His horns had a faint gold cast at the tips. His eyes, when she met them, were not the eyes of a bull. They were dark and intelligent and patient and they held her with an attention that was not animal at all.

He did not move.

She did not move.

Then, slowly, slowly, she walked toward him. The grass parted around her shins. The sun was hot on the part in her hair. Every nerve in her body was singing, but it was not — and this was what would haunt her in the morning — it was not fear.

She stopped two arms’ length from him.

“Hello,” she said softly.

The bull breathed out. His breath was warm and smelled like cut grass and a hint of woodsmoke. He lowered his head. He set his soft chin against the side of her bare thigh, and held it there, and closed his eyes.

She put her hand on his enormous skull, right between the base of the horns, where the bone was as broad as a serving platter, and felt the slow tremor of him, like a great motor at idle. She could feel him taking her measure. She could feel him making up his mind about her.

She woke up.

The room was dark. The fan went one, two, three, four. Thomas was breathing slowly and evenly beside her, his hand a heavy comfort on her hip. Her heart was banging. She lay there in the dark, in the steady quiet of her own marriage bed, and she knew with a certainty that was not the certainty of dreams that she had felt that warm chin on her thigh; that she could still feel where the soft warm hide of him had pressed against her skin.

She put her own hand to her thigh, in the dark, under the sheet.

It was warm.

She did not sleep again that night.






Chapter 2 — Three Sentences

Wednesday she sent him three sentences. He answered in nine minutes.

The first one is correct. The second one is lazy. The third one is the beginning of something. Come up at four.

At four she stood on the rug in front of his desk and walked him through the third sentence. She had typed it at one in the morning, more instinct than thought: Halcyon Hotels did not sell rooms. Did not sell luxury. Did not even sell rest. They sold the one thing the modern American traveler was most afraid to ask for, which was permission to disappear.

He let her finish. Then he said, “Say that again.”

She said it again.

“Again.”

She said it again, softer.

He went to the window. He stood with his back to her for a long minute, looking out at the pale sky, his hands in his pockets. When he turned around he had the look of a man who had just decided what he was going to do for the next eight weeks of his life.

“Okay,” he said. “Yes. We’re going to build the entire pitch off that one line. Clear your calendar. Come back at seven tonight. Bring something to eat.”

“Tonight.”

“Tonight. We’ll work the spine of it before anyone else walks in tomorrow with a worse idea.”

“I —”

He waited.

“All right,” she said.

She came back at seven with Thai food. He had dimmed the conference room to just the lamps on the table; the rest of the floor was dark. His suit jacket was off, his sleeves rolled higher than they had been that morning. The watch was heavy on his left wrist, the cuff bunched at the elbow. A ridged scar on his right forearm that looked like a long-ago burn. She set the bag of food on the table and he said thank you in a way that surprised her — soft, almost private.

They worked for four hours. He was a different man with the door closed. He listened. He asked questions she had not anticipated. He pulled her metaphors apart and rebuilt them. He stood at the whiteboard and drew something that looked like the cross-section of a heart, erased it, drew it again. He sat across from her with his elbows on the table and looked at her as if she were a problem he had begun to enjoy.

At eleven he said, “Stop.”

“We’re not done.”

“We’re done for tonight. You’ll lose what you have if you keep going. Pack up.”

She packed up.

He walked her to the elevator. The hallway was dim and the building was quiet around them in that way office buildings get late at night, all the air conditioning still running for nobody, all the printers asleep. He stood with one shoulder against the wall and his hands back in his pockets and watched her press the button.

“You did good work tonight, Ellie.”

“Thank you.”

“Your husband going to be up?”

“Probably. He worries.”

“Mm.”

The elevator pinged. The doors slid open on the soft yellow light of the cab. She stepped in. She turned to face him. He had not moved.

“Ellie,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow night.”

The doors closed.

She rode down to the parking garage with her hand pressed flat to the cool steel of the back wall of the elevator, her eyes shut, her face hot for reasons that had nothing to do with the building.

She drove home with the windows down. The night air on the highway was the temperature of skin. She did not turn on the radio. She thought about the way he’d said tomorrow night — not a question, not an order, a statement of an upcoming fact. She thought about Thomas. He would be on the couch, awake, with the lamp on, with a book he’d stopped reading an hour ago. He would look up and smile that openhearted, unguarded smile and ask if she’d eaten, and she would say yes, we ordered in, and that would be the first lie she had told him in three years of marriage. Even though it would also be the truth.

She cried a little, on Mopac, the kind of crying that is more reflex than sorrow. She wiped her face with the back of her wrist and got off at her exit and went home.

Thomas was on the couch.

He stood up when she came in. He had the lamp on and the book on the cushion next to him, and he came across the living room in his bare feet and his old gray T-shirt and put his arms around her and said, into her hair, “I missed you, baby. Did you eat?”

“Yes,” she said. “We ordered in.”

She slept badly at first, then dropped hard into sleep. She slept the way you sleep after a long flight, the floor dropping out from under you all at once, and when the dream came it was not a dream that introduced itself.

She was on the bull.

She was sitting astride his great warm back, both her hands buried in the coarse white fur at the nape of his neck, her bare thighs pressed against his enormous flanks. The wind was in her hair. The meadow streamed past beneath them. Then the edge of the meadow. Then a long pale beach. Then the sea.

The sea was the wrong color. A deep electric blue, the blue of stained glass. The bull walked into it as if it were a shallow pond, then swam. The water rose around her hips, her ribs, her shoulders, without ever quite reaching her mouth. There were no waves. The sky was the color of new bronze.

She was not afraid.

She was not anything.

She was being carried.

Far ahead, on the horizon, an island lifted itself out of the water like a low note. It was made of white stone. As they came closer she saw a beach, and beyond the beach a marble pavilion under a stand of cypress trees, and beyond the pavilion a long meadow, and beyond the meadow another sea, and beyond that more land — a country that was not on any map she had ever seen.

The bull walked up out of the sea. The water poured off his sides in long bright sheets. He carried her into the shadow of the cypresses. He carried her into the pavilion. He knelt.

She slid down off his back. Her dress was dry. The pavilion was the size of a small chapel and was open to the air on three sides, and the floor was a single piece of polished marble veined with pale gold, and at its center was a low couch, and at its center, on the couch, was a man.

He had not been there a moment ago.

He had been the bull.

He was tall. He was naked to the waist and the rest was wrapped in a length of white linen that fell to his ankles. His hair was dark, longer than was modern, falling to his collarbone in heavy curls. His skin had a faint gold cast at the cheekbones, the throat, the inside of the wrists. He was not young — there was something at the corners of his eyes and his mouth that said old, old, very old — but he was not old, either, and his body had the compact strength of a man who could pick up the world with both hands if he wanted to.

His eyes were the eyes of the bull.

She knew, without knowing how she knew, who he was.

He smiled. He did not stand. He held out his hand to her, palm up, fingers loose, the way you offer your palm to a horse.

“Come,” he said. His voice was very low. It came out of him the way water comes out of a deep, deep cistern — slow, dark, sweet.

She walked across the marble to him. She put her hand in his. He drew her down beside him on the couch, and then he drew her into his lap, and his hand was on the small of her back, very warm, and the scent of him was crushed grass and a note of woodsmoke.

He looked at her for a long time.

“You’re going to be afraid of me eventually,” he said. “But not yet. Not tonight.”

“What is your name?”

He smiled.

“You know my name.”

She did know. The name sat in her like a swallowed coin.

“Say it anyway,” she whispered.

He bent his head and put his mouth, lightly, just below her ear. He said his name.

She woke with the word still in her teeth.

Thomas was still asleep beside her. The fan was going one, two, three, four. The first gray of morning was at the window. She lay there with her hand at the side of her own throat, where the warmth of the breath had been a second ago, and she felt the small cold place beneath her sternum where she used to feel certain about the world. She felt that place crack, quietly, like a thin sheet of ice on a deep pond.

She got up. She went to the bathroom. She looked at herself in the mirror in the dark.

There was a faint pink mark at the side of her neck, just below her ear, where a man’s mouth might press if he were saying something he wanted only her to hear.

She ran her fingers across it. It was warm.

She covered it with her hair. She got back in bed. She lay awake until the alarm went off, and when it did, she got out of bed and got dressed for work.






Chapter 3 — The Mark

Priya noticed it before lunch.

“Hey,” she said, in the kitchen, narrowing her eyes over the rim of her water bottle. “What is that.”

“What is what.”

“That. On your neck.”

Ellie touched her hair down further over the side of her throat. “I don’t know. I think I burned it on the curling iron.”

“You don’t own a curling iron.”

“I borrowed one.”

“From who.”

“Nobody. Stop.”

Priya raised her eyebrows. She had been at the firm for five years and Ellie’s closest work friend for three. She was not a woman you lied to lightly. She let it slide and tilted her head toward the corner office.

“How is it going up there.”

“It’s fine.”

“Fine.”

“Priya.”

“Fine like good fine or fine like I’m working with him alone every night and I’m going to do something we will both regret fine.”

“It’s fine.”

“Mm-hm.” Priya drank her water. “Be careful, Ellie.”

“There’s nothing to be careful about.”

“Right.”

By two, Camille had appeared.

Camille was the senior strategist on the floor, thirty-one, blonde the way Texas women paid to be blonde, a woman who wore tailored white blazers in a way that suggested she had thought carefully about how white blazers read in certain rooms. She and Ellie had always coexisted with the polite, faintly cool distance of two cats sharing a kitchen. They said good morning. They did not have lunch.

Today Camille came to Ellie’s cube.

“Hey,” she said, smiling. “Heard you got pulled onto Halcyon.”

“Yeah.”

“With Adrian.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s great. I was on it, originally. I built the brief.”

“Oh —”

“It’s fine. He’s making changes. He’s making a lot of changes. I just wanted to say if there’s anything you need — context, history with the client, anything — happy to help.”

“Thank you.”

Camille’s eyes did a small, fast thing — flick to Ellie’s neck, flick away, flick back — and then her smile widened a quarter inch and she said, lightly, “That’s a pretty bruise.”

“It’s a burn.”

“Sure.”

She walked off.

Priya, three cubes over, said Jesus under her breath without looking up from her screen.

At seven, Ellie went up the stairs to the conference room with two paper bags in her hands — barbecue this time, because she had decided that if she was going to spend her evenings watching this man eat she might as well watch him eat with his hands. He laughed when he saw the food.

“You think I’m a brisket man.”

“I think everyone is a brisket man eventually.”

“All right.”

They worked. They worked again until eleven. The pitch was beginning to take a shape that thrilled her — there was a piece in the middle, an idea about the right to vanish, that she could feel humming under her sternum the way a tuning fork hums when you touch it to wood.

At eleven he stood up and stretched and said, “Walk.”

“Walk?”

“There’s a roof.”

He took her to the roof.

The roof was flat, graveled, surrounded by a low stone parapet. Austin was laid out under them — a long warm shimmer of taillights and bridge lamps and the green stripe of the river. The sky was very clear. Stars over the hills to the west. He stood at the parapet with his elbows on the stone, his head tipped back, and looked at the sky for a full minute without saying anything. She stood beside him and did not feel like she had to fill the silence.

“You have a mark on your neck,” he said eventually.

She did not answer.

“You had one when you came in this morning. You’ve been hiding it all day.”

“I burned it on a curling iron.”

“You did not.”

She didn’t answer.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t have to tell me what it is. I just don’t want you to lie to me. We’re going to work too closely for that.”

She thought about a great soft chin on her thigh in a meadow that did not exist. She thought about a man’s mouth at the underside of her ear in a pavilion on an island that did not exist. She thought about a name in her teeth.

“It’s not from another man,” she said finally.

He looked at her.

“I believe you,” he said.

She believed him that he believed her, which was the strange and unsettling part.

He turned back to the sky.

“I had an instinct about you the day I read your decks,” he said. “I want to tell you what it was, and I want you to hear it as a professional observation, because that’s what it is. You’re working at about thirty percent of what you can do. The rest is locked up somewhere. It’s not training and it’s not confidence and it’s not your husband, although he’s a piece of it. It’s something else. It’s a door inside you that you have not opened, and I think you’re afraid of what’s behind it. I’m telling you this because in the next eight weeks I am going to be putting my shoulder against that door, professionally, every day, and I’d rather you know I’m doing it. Are you all right with that.”

The wind moved her hair. The mark on her neck was cold in the air.

“Yes,” she said.

“Good.”

He stood up off the parapet. He turned to her. He did not touch her. He stood close enough that she could smell the faint, clean note of his cologne — cedar, a little leather, the salt smell of skin in summer — and he looked at her with the strange gray-blue eyes for the second-to-last time before everything in her life began to come apart.

“Go home to your husband, Ellie,” he said.

“Okay.”

“Sleep.”

“Okay.”

“And tomorrow, work the third sentence again. The one about disappearing. I want it sharper. I want it in the throat.”

“Okay.”

He stepped back. The space between them filled up again like a held breath let out. She walked to the door of the stairwell and put her hand on the cold push-bar and looked back. He was at the parapet again, his back to her, his hands in his pockets, the city lights laid out below him like an offering.

She went home.

Thomas was on the couch.

He stood up. He smiled. He came across the living room.

“Hey, baby.”

“Hi.”

“How was work.”

“Long.”

“You eat?”

“Yes. We ordered in.”

“You doing okay? You look —”

“I’m tired.”

“Come here.”

He held her. He held her for a long time, the way he always did, the way she had always loved, with the broad steady weight of him at her back, his chin on top of her head, his hand at the base of her spine. He smelled like the laundry detergent he had used for ten years. He smelled like her life.

She closed her eyes against his shoulder. Behind her closed eyes she saw a meadow, the warm chin of a great white bull pressed to the side of her bare thigh, the patient eyes of the bull. She felt the cold place beneath her sternum where her certainty had been. She felt it open a little further.

That night, when she slept, she did not go to the meadow.

She woke in the marble pavilion. The sea was below the cypresses. The sky was the color of new bronze. He was already there, on the low couch, in the white linen, with the dark hair and the gold-cast skin and the eyes of the bull.

He was waiting for her.

He did not stand. He held out his hand. She walked to him. He drew her down. He set her across his lap with one hand at the small of her back and the other at the side of her throat — his thumb, at her pulse, his fingers, broad and warm, at the soft skin under her ear, at the place where the mark already was — and he said, quietly, into her hair, “Tonight I’m going to teach you what you are.”

He did not, that night, take more than he had been given.

But what he was given was a great deal.

When she woke it was not yet dawn. Her body felt awake, but not like her own body. The mark on her neck had spread a little. The linen sheet under her hip was damp. Thomas was still asleep beside her, breathing slowly and evenly, his hand still where she had set it on her hip the night before. She lay in the gray dark and stared at the ceiling and thought, not for the first time and not for the last:

What is happening to me.

And then, more quietly:

What have I let in.






Chapter 4 — The Right to Vanish

The Halcyon pitch became their religion.

Adrian gave her the conference room down the south end of the floor — long oval table, two whiteboards, a window that filled with afternoon sun by four. A key code. An espresso machine he had requisitioned from someone. A kind of total seriousness she had not encountered in her life before.

She got there at seven each morning. He was already there. He left after she left. She did not know when he slept, and she had begun to suspect that the answer was: not.

For a week and a half they did not say anything to each other that was not about Halcyon Hotels. They built a strategy spine. They built a creative spine. They built a master metaphor and killed it. They built another and killed that one too. The third one held, and Adrian said that’s the one, and they put it on the wall and stood across from it for a long time without speaking.

The metaphor was: Halcyon is the silence after the door closes.

He turned to her after a while, in the long quiet of the empty conference room, and said, “You did this.”

“We did it.”

“No. You did it. I built scaffolding. You wrote the line. I want you to know that I know that.”

She did not know what to do with the way he said it. She turned her face away.

That night she went home. Thomas was on the couch. He stood up and held her, the way he always did, and she said, into his chest, “I think I’m doing the best work of my life.”

“I’m so proud of you, baby.”

“Are you.”

“Of course I am. Of course I am.”

She slept in his arms.

In the dream she was not in the meadow. She was already in the marble pavilion, and Zeus was not on the couch. He was standing at the parapet. The sea below the cypresses was the wrong color again — that electric impossible blue — and his back was to her. He had thrown the white linen off one shoulder. The line of his back was the line of a man who had been carrying something heavy.

He did not turn. He said, “Sit.”

She sat.

“You worked tonight.”

“Yes.”

“For another man.”

“With another man.”

“It’s the same.”

She did not answer.

He turned. The bull eyes. The ancient mouth. He sat down beside her on the couch and put one hand at her jaw and turned her face to him, not roughly, not gently — the way you turn a piece of glass to the light to see what’s in it — and looked at her for a long minute.

“You are full of him,” he said. “It is all over you.”

“Nothing has happened.”

“Something has happened.”

“Nothing has —”

“Ellie.”

She closed her mouth.

“You will have to choose,” he said. “Eventually. You will have to choose. I have been patient. I will not always be patient. Do you understand me.”

“Yes.”

“Look at me.”

She looked.

“Tell me you understand me.”

“I understand you.”

He did not kiss her. He did not, that night, do any of the things he had done before. He held her face in his hand and looked at her until the floor went soft under the marble couch and the couch went soft under her and something in her went soft against him, and then he let her go, and she woke up.

The mark on her neck had gotten bigger.

Thomas was awake.

He was sitting up beside her in the gray dawn with the lamp on, a mug in his hand, a worried look on his face. When he saw her open her eyes he set the mug down on the bedside table. “Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“You were saying his name.”

The bottom dropped out of her stomach.

“Whose name.”

“I don’t know whose name. It wasn’t a name I know. It sounded like Zoos. You said it three times.”

She closed her eyes. She felt the laugh come up the back of her throat — the wrong laugh, the bad laugh, the laugh that is not amusement — and she swallowed it.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I had a strange dream. I’m sorry.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re sweating.”

“It’s hot in here.”

“It’s not, baby. The AC’s on.”

“Thomas.”

“What.”

“Please.”

He looked at her. He looked at her for a long time. Then he leaned over and kissed her on the forehead, the way you kiss a child you are not going to wake, and he said, “Okay. Okay. Get some more sleep.”

He turned the lamp off.

She lay awake until it was time to get up.

She got into the office at six forty-five.

Adrian was already there.

She hung her bag on the back of her chair. She went to the espresso machine and made him a cortado, and one for herself. When she carried the two small white cups into the conference room, she found him at the window with his back to her, hands in his pockets, looking out at the river. For a panicked half-second the back of him was the back of someone else.

“Ellie,” he said, without turning.

“Hi.”

“You didn’t sleep.”

“I slept fine.”

“You didn’t sleep.”

She set the cortado down on the table in front of his chair. He turned. He looked at her, and his eyes did their cataloging — the corner of her mouth, the line of her jaw, the place where the mark on her neck was still hidden under her hair — and then they went back to her eyes, and he said, “Sit down.”

She sat.

He sat.

“What is going on with you.”

“Nothing.”

“Ellie.”

“Adrian.”

He seemed to let it go, but he did not really let it go. He leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head and watched her for a long moment with the unreadable gray-blue eyes, and then he said, “All right. I’m not going to ask. But I am going to tell you something, professionally, that I want you to hear. The pitch is in nine days. We are going to be in a room with five people who would each separately like the credit for getting Halcyon to sign with us. I need you to be the sharpest person in that room. You cannot be the sharpest person in that room if you are sleeping three hours a night. So whatever it is, sort it out, or come to me and I will sort it out for you. Are we clear.”

“Clear.”

“Good. Show me your final draft of the deck.”

She showed him. He went through it page by page. He killed two slides and rewrote the headline on a third in pencil, in his small neat all-caps hand, and slid it back across the table to her without a word. The headline he had written was: We do not promise you peace. We promise you the right to disappear.

She read it. She raised her eyes. He was watching her.

“Better?” he said.

“Better.”

“Yours was the original engine. I just turned the key.”

“Stop saying things like that to me.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Why.”

“Because.”

“Because?”

“Adrian.”

“All right.” A very faint smile, gone almost as soon as it was there. “All right.”

By eleven Camille was in the doorway.

She had brought a coffee. She was wearing one of her white blazers. She knocked on the open door with one knuckle, the way you knock on a door you do not really need permission to enter, and she came in without waiting and set the coffee down on the table between them and said, sweetly, “Adrian. Quick second.”

“Now is not great, Camille.”

“It’s literally a minute. It’s about Pellegrini.”

He looked at Ellie. “Five minutes.”

“Take your time.”

She got up. She walked back to the kitchen and stood at the window with her hands flat on the counter and her forehead a hair’s breadth from the cold glass, and she made herself breathe in for four and out for six, and she counted the bridges along the river — the Pfluger, the Lamar, the Mopac — until her pulse was something she recognized again.

Priya appeared at her elbow with a green apple.

“You look like a person who has not slept,” Priya said.

“Thank you.”

“Ellie.”

“Don’t.”

“Ellie.”

“Priya, please. Not today.”

Priya took a bite of her apple. She chewed. She looked at Ellie sidelong, the way an older sister looks at a younger one, and she said, “Whatever it is, I’m here when you want me to be. Okay? I’m here when you want me to be. I’m not going to push. But I’m here.”

“Thank you.”

“Now go back in there and stop letting that woman put coffee on your conference table like she lives here.”

Ellie laughed. It came out of her like a hiccup and surprised her. Priya squeezed her elbow and went back to her cube.

When she walked back to the conference room, Camille was leaning against the table with one hip cocked and her arms crossed and her head tilted up at Adrian, and she was laughing softly at something he had said. He was not laughing. He had his hands flat on the table and was looking at Camille without any expression at all.

He saw Ellie in the doorway. He said, “We’re done here.”

“Of course,” Camille said. She straightened. She picked up her untouched coffee. She walked past Ellie without looking at her, and as she passed she said, in a voice pitched very low, very pleasantly, “Be careful in there, sweetheart. He goes through people.”

Then she was gone.

Ellie stood in the doorway.

Adrian did not look up.

“Sit down, Ellie.”

She sat.

“What did she say to you.”

“Nothing.”

“Ellie.”

“Nothing important.”

He let out a long breath. He pushed his chair back. He walked around the table. He stopped behind her chair, close enough that she could feel the heat of him at her back, and for a single second she thought he was going to put his hands on her shoulders, and her breath caught in a way she was not, afterwards, going to be able to forgive.

He didn’t put his hands on her shoulders.

He set one hand, very briefly, lightly, on the back of her chair, knuckles just brushing the fabric where the cloth covered the top of her spine. He said, low, into the air over her head: “She is not going to do that again. I will see to it. You and I are working. That’s all.”

Then he walked back to his side of the table.

She sat very still.

The spot on her chair where his knuckles had brushed the cloth still felt charged — like a door he had chosen not to open. The heat of it was on the small bones at the top of her spine for the rest of the afternoon. He never said another word about it.

She did not, that night, go home until ten thirty.

When she did, the apartment was dark, and Thomas was asleep on the couch with the book open on his chest and the lamp still on. He had left a note on the kitchen island for her in his careful capitals: GOOD JOB TONIGHT. THERE’S CURRY IN THE FRIDGE. I LOVE YOU.

She read the note three times.

Then she folded it neatly in half, and again in half, and put it in the drawer where she kept the matches, and turned off the lamp, and stood in the dark with the heels of her hands pressed against her closed eyes for a long time.

In the dream that night, no one came for her.

She woke at four with the dropping feeling of a phone ringing in another room you can’t reach. She lay there in the dark with Thomas’s slow breathing beside her and the fan going one, two, three, four, and she could not, for some reason, get warm.

It was the first night in twelve nights nobody had come.

At five-fifteen, as the first gray came to the window, she realized: it felt exactly like being stood up.






Chapter 5 — Storm Season

The storm came in on a Thursday.

The Texas sky did the thing the Texas sky does when a real cell is moving through — a high sick yellow over the Capitol at three in the afternoon, the river going matte and metallic, the air at street level gone suddenly cool and prickly. The rain held off until five. By six it had come down so hard that the windows of the conference room rattled in their frames and the river was a single moving sheet of dirty silver under a sky the color of an old bruise.

The pitch was in three days.

They stayed.

By seven the floor below them had gone home. By eight the whole building had gone home. By nine the building manager had come up, looked at them through the glass, lifted his hands — what can you do — and gone home himself. Adrian had told security they would be there until they were finished. He had brought up two bottles of cold tea from the lobby and a paper sleeve of crackers. They were down to the last hard work: the polish of the connective tissue, the sentences between the sentences, the things nobody notices unless they are wrong, in which case they ruin everything.

At nine-fifteen, the lights went out.

The whole floor, all at once. The ambient hum of the air conditioning fell off the world. The little red eye of the printer down the hall went dark. The conference room sank into the low blue light of the storm itself, lightning flicker in the south windows, the river a thin pewter line in the gloom.

Adrian, at the far side of the table, did not move.

“Generator should kick in,” he said.

It did not kick in.

A long minute passed. The rain hammered. A distant fork of lightning showed her his face — calm, unstartled, the corner of his mouth doing the dry thing it did when something amused him without quite reaching as far as a smile.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t move. The phones will work.”

“Okay.”

She heard him stand. She heard him cross the carpet to the door. She heard him try the door. She heard him let out a single breath that was not quite a laugh.

“Door’s locked. Keycard’s electric.”

“Of course it is.”

“There’s a fire stair at the south end. We’ll get you out.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re sure.”

“I’m sure.”

He came back across the carpet. He sat down again on the long side of the table — not in his chair across from her, but on the table itself, a foot from her elbow, his weight rocking the wood very slightly on its base. She could not see him clearly. She could see the white of his shirt and the dark shape of his shoulders and the faint glint of the watch on his left wrist when the lightning came.

“Tell me something,” he said.

“What.”

“Tell me something I don’t know about you.”

“Adrian.”

“This is the only night this is going to happen, Ellie. Take advantage of it. Tell me something I don’t know about you.”

The rain hammered. The lightning came again. The blue of the storm light turned the table between them into something that was not a table. Her hands were flat on the cool laminate. His were braced on the edge of the table, on either side of his thighs, his fingers very long, his knuckles very still.

“I grew up in Indiana,” she said. “We were not poor and we were not rich. My father was a high school principal and my mother taught fourth grade and they’re still married. I have one brother and he sells insurance in Cincinnati. I was the kind of girl in high school that the boys liked but didn’t ask out, because they thought I was too —” She stopped. “I don’t know what they thought I was. Too something. I went to IU. I met Thomas in my last year of grad school, in Bloomington, in a bar. He was not the man I thought I was going to marry. He’s a better man than the one I thought I was going to marry. We moved to Austin three years ago because his sister lives here. I have been a strategist at this firm for two years. I have a tattoo on my left hipbone of a single small bird. I have not told my mother I have a tattoo. I have told her about everything else in my life. I don’t know why I didn’t tell her about the tattoo.”

A long, low rumble of thunder, very near.

He said, “Why a bird.”

“Because birds get to leave.”

He didn’t answer that for a while.

Then he said, “Now me.”

“Okay.”

“My mother died when I was nineteen. My father is still alive and I have not spoken to him in eleven years. I had a younger brother who drowned at fourteen, in a pool, at a friend’s birthday party, while I was in another room. I have a scar on my right forearm from the day after he died because I put my hand through a window. I have been engaged twice, and both times I broke it off. The second time I broke it off because I realized I had picked her because she did not actually want to know me, and the day I realized that was the day I knew I had been alone for a very long time. I run six miles a day. I do not enjoy it. I have read The Brothers Karamazov four times. I do not enjoy it either. I came to Austin because I was offered the job, and because I had not been to a city in a long time where I did not already know everybody’s worst story about me. That is what I have. That is what you get.”

Ellie sat very still.

The rain hammered.

She said, finally, “Why did you tell me all of that.”

“Because you told me yours.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“I know.”

He stood up off the table.

He came around to her side of it. He did not sit. He stood at the long edge of the table next to her chair and looked down at her in the dark, and the only light was the storm light, and the storm light made his face into a thing that was older and stranger than his face.

“Ellie,” he said.

“Don’t, Adrian.”

“I’m not going to do anything.”

“Don’t say my name.”

“That is also a thing I am not going to do.”

A fork of lightning cracked the sky almost directly outside the window. The room flashed white. For one full second she could see him. The line of his throat. The line of his jaw. The line where his shirt cleared the hollow at the base of his throat where the small notch of bone was. The veins on the inside of his right forearm where the sleeve was rolled. The shape of his mouth, parted.

He had the most stunned look on his face.

The light snapped out.

“I should not be in this room with you right now,” he said quietly.

“No.”

“Stand up.”

She stood.

She did not know why she stood. He did not move. The space between them was no space at all and was also the size of a continent. She could feel the heat of him as if she had her hand on the outside of an oven. The smell of him — cedar, the clean note of the rain on his skin from the walk back from the lobby, and something underneath that was just her own watchfulness. The decision was being taken out of her hands — the way it had been, for two weeks now.

He raised his right hand.

He did not touch her face.

He held the back of his hand, knuckles, in the air about a quarter of an inch from her cheekbone. He held it there. He did not close the distance. He did not breathe.

The lights came on.

The whole floor came back at once — the long fluorescent tracks overhead, the printer red eye, the thin whine of the air handler. The room flooded with the bright pitiless white of the office.

He stepped back.

His hand dropped to his side.

She could see his face fully now, and it had assembled itself again into the calm closed thing it usually was, and only the very small muscle at the corner of his jaw was moving.

“Go home, Ellie.”

“Adrian.”

“Go home. Please.”

She got her bag. She walked to the door. He had already gone to the window — back to her, hands in his pockets, looking out at the rain. He did not turn when she opened the door. He did not turn when she closed it.

She drove home through standing water. The wipers could not keep up. She did not turn on the radio. She gripped the wheel until her knuckles ached. She did not cry. She would not.

Thomas was at the door when she came in. He had his keys in his hand. He had his rain jacket on. He looked terrified.

“Baby. Baby. I was about to come out and look for you. The power’s out half the street, I couldn’t get you on the phone — Ellie, are you okay? Are you okay?”

“I’m okay. I’m okay.”

“You’re soaked. Come here.”

He took the bag off her shoulder. He pulled the wet coat off her arms. He sat her down at the kitchen island and brought her a towel and dried her hair the way you would dry a child’s hair, with both hands, with the towel wrapped around her head, and the whole time he was muttering, baby, baby, you’re okay, I’ve got you, you’re home, in the soft voice he used when he wanted her to come back from somewhere.

She let him.

She lay against his chest.

When she finally got into bed, hours later, the storm was breaking up to the east, and the room smelled like Thomas’s old gray T-shirt, and she had the rinsed-out feeling of having nearly cried. She closed her eyes and she thought, deliberately, please. Please, tonight, just leave me alone.

The dream came anyway.

The pavilion was gone.

She was standing at the edge of a black sea, on a black beach, under a black sky full of low yellow lightning. The wind was coming in straight off the water, hard. Her white linen dress was plastered to her body. Zeus stood in the surf up to his thighs with his back to her, and the surf was the wrong color again. She could feel his fury in the soles of her bare feet through the wet black sand.

“I told you to choose,” he said, without turning.

“Nothing happened.”

“You stood up for him.”

“Nothing —”

“You stood up for him.”

The lightning came. The whole sky went the color of an open mouth. She saw, in that instant, that the surf around his thighs was not water, was something darker and slower than water, and that she did not want to be near it.

He turned.

The bull eyes had gone from dark to something molten. He came up out of the surf onto the black sand. He came across the beach to her in long unhurried strides. His hand at her jaw was not gentle this time — it was firm. His fingers found the soft place at the underside of her chin and tilted her face up. The mark on her neck went hot under his thumb, and he said:

“You do not understand, yet, what I am. I have been kind to you. I have been so kind to you. You do not know what kindness costs me. Do not mistake it for indulgence. I am not a man, Ellie. Look at me. I am not a man.”

She looked at him.

For one long second the human face was not there. There was something else there, a vastness she could not focus on, an architecture, a weather, a thing that was less a face than a country, and her mind went sideways trying to hold it.

Then the human face came back.

He bent. He set his mouth — once, only — at the underside of her jaw, just below the place where the old mark was, and pressed, hard, and the new mark bloomed up under her skin like ink dropped in water.

“There,” he said.

He let her go.

She fell.

She did not fall. She woke. She woke gasping, half upright, both her hands clutching her own throat. Thomas, beside her, was saying her name and saying her name. The bedside lamp was on. His face was a long pale blur above her, and for a full ten seconds she could not hear what he was saying.

"— Ellie. Ellie. Ellie, breathe. Breathe. Look at me, baby. Look at me."

She looked at him.

Her left hand was wet.

She lifted it from her throat and looked at it.

There was a smear of dark, sticky red across her palm, and a single drop of it on her wrist, where the thin cut at the edge of the bone had not been there when she went to bed. The blood was very red and very real. It made a small, perfect bright spot on the white sheet.

Thomas saw it.

His face went the color of paper.

“What —”

“I don’t know.”

“Ellie.”

“I don’t know, Thomas. I don’t know. I don’t know.”

He held her. He held her for an hour. He cleaned the cut. He put a bandage on her wrist. He sat up beside her with the lamp on and the book open, his hand stroking the long rope of her wet hair, while she lay against his ribs with her cheek on his sternum and the slow strong drum of his heart in her ear. At some point near dawn she fell, finally, into a dreamless sleep.

When she woke it was past nine.

The bandage on her wrist was clean. The sheet had been changed. Thomas had let her sleep in. There was a sticky note on the bedside table:

CALL ME WHEN YOU’RE UP. I LOVE YOU. WHATEVER IS HAPPENING WE ARE GOING TO BE OKAY. YOU AND ME.

She sat up. She read the note. The sun was high already and the storm was a thin remembered streak of dark on the eastern horizon.

She lifted her hand, slowly, to the side of her throat.

The new mark was still there. It had spread.

She held the note in both hands and pressed it to her mouth and cried, finally, into the paper, the way she had not cried on Mopac the night she had told her first lie, the way she had not cried in the conference room with the lights out, the way she had not cried in the dream itself. She cried for ten minutes. She washed her face. She drank a glass of water. She looked at herself in the mirror and she said, out loud, to her own reflection, “Get away. Get away from him. From both of them. Get out of this town.”

Then she went into the kitchen, and she made coffee, and she called Thomas at work, and she said, “Baby. Can we go away for the weekend. Can we just — please — can we just go.”

“Anywhere you want.”

“Hill Country. Wine. Quiet. Tonight.”

“Tonight.”

“Tonight, Thomas.”

“I’ll be home in an hour.”

She sat at the kitchen island with the phone in her hand and the bandage on her wrist and the mark on her neck, and she looked out at the bright washed Austin morning, and for a single small minute she let herself believe that putting two hours of road between her and that office and that bedroom would be enough.

It would not be enough.

But she did not know that yet.






Chapter 6 — The Vintner

They drove out of Austin on the 290 just after lunch.

Thomas had packed the car with the easy competence of a man who had grown up taking his sisters camping — a soft cooler, two bottles of water, a pack of saltines for her stomach, the old quilt that smelled like his grandmother’s house, and her favorite gray cardigan, which she had left in the closet and which he had remembered. He had not asked her what was wrong. He had taken one look at her face when she got out of the shower and said, “Get in the car, baby. We’re going.”

The afternoon light was that washed clean post-storm light that comes after a real rain in central Texas, the light that makes the prickly pear blooms along the roadside look painted, the kind of light you write about in a postcard. She watched it move across the windshield. She put her hand on Thomas’s knee. He took it without looking, lifted it, kissed the inside of her wrist above the bandage, and set it back on his knee. He did not ask her about the bandage either.

She loved him.

She loved him so much that, in the quiet of the car, she couldn’t look at it head-on — the way you can’t look at the sun on a bright day.

They reached Fredericksburg in the late afternoon. The B&B Thomas had found her was a small white limestone house at the edge of town — a low porch, a row of crepe myrtles, a hammock between two pecan trees in the yard. The owner was a woman in her sixties with silver hair and a soft voice who did not ask them any questions. She showed them to a bedroom at the back with a four-poster bed and a window full of garden, and she said, “Dinner at seven, if you want it. Out tonight if you don’t. Quiet hours after ten.” Then she left them alone.

Thomas put the bag down on the luggage rack. He stood at the window with his back to the room. He was very still.

“Thomas.”

“I’m okay.”

“Thomas.”

He turned. He looked at her.

“I’m not going to ask you, Ellie. I just want you to know that I’m not stupid. Whatever is happening — I’m not stupid. I’ve watched you for two weeks. I’ve watched you not sleep. I’ve watched you flinch when the phone rings. I’m — I am here, baby, but I am not stupid. Whenever you’re ready to tell me anything, I am ready to hear it. I just — I just want you to know that.”

She crossed the room. She put her arms around his neck. She put her forehead to his collarbone. She whispered, “I don’t even know what to tell you yet.”

“Okay.”

“I love you, Thomas.”

“I love you too.”

They stood like that for a long time.

After dinner — which they ate at a little place on Main Street where the chicken-fried steak came in a portion larger than her head and Thomas finished half of hers — they walked back through the warm summer night, holding hands, and at the edge of town there was a sign for a vineyard advertising late tastings. OPEN UNTIL TEN. Hand-painted. A rooster on it.

“Wine?” he said.

“Wine.”

The vineyard was up a long dirt drive lined with cypresses.

She did not, at the time, register the cypresses.

The tasting room was a converted barn with the long doors thrown open onto the field, a bar of polished oak running along one wall, a chalkboard listing the night’s pours, fairy lights strung in the rafters. The room was nearly empty. A young couple at the far end was murmuring to each other over a cheese plate. The bartender was a lean, sun-browned man in his late twenties, sleeves rolled past his elbows, hair black and curling and longer than was tidy, a single small silver hoop in his left ear.

He looked up when they came in.

His eyes were a green Ellie could not put a name to — the green of a wine bottle held up to a candle, the color of grape-leaf shadow. They were also, very briefly, in the second when he saw her, not the eyes of a young man in his twenties at all.

“Evening,” he said.

His voice was warm and low, with a faint laugh in it, and Ellie felt her hair stand up at the back of her neck — the way an animal bristles at a sound past the door.

“We saw your sign,” Thomas said.

“You did. Sit, sit. Where are you visiting from?”

“Austin.”

“Of course you are.” He laughed softly. “What do you like? Reds, whites, something bold, something easy?”

“Whatever you’d recommend.”

“I have a flight I save for new faces. Come.”

They sat at the bar. He poured. He poured the way some men dance, with a lazy economy. He set three small glasses in front of each of them — a young white, a structured red, and a third pour, darker, deeper, almost black under the fairy lights.

“This last one is mine,” he said. “It is not yet for sale. I would like your opinion.”

He held the dark glass out to Ellie first.

Their fingers did not touch when she took it. Their fingers, somehow, almost did.

She raised the glass. She smelled it. She had never been very good at the language of wine — the notes of leather and dark cherry, the pencil shavings, the tobacco and stone fruit — but what she smelled rising out of the dark surface of this glass was none of those things. What she smelled was crushed grass. And, lightly, woodsmoke.

She raised her eyes.

He was watching her. His mouth was a private smile. He had the patience of a man waiting for a bird to land on his outstretched hand.

“Drink,” he said softly.

She drank.

The wine went down slow and golden and somehow familiar. It was not the taste of the wine — though it was that too, a warm pomegranate-and-iron taste — it was what the wine did to the shape of the room. The fairy lights smeared into warm bars. The bartender’s eyes deepened to the color of the floor of a forest in late September. The bandage on her wrist throbbed once, and then settled.

Thomas was saying something. Thomas was saying, “Wow. Wow, that is — that is a hell of a wine, man.”

“Thank you. The grape is old. I brought the cuttings myself.”

“From where?”

“A long way.”

He looked at Ellie, only at Ellie, and he smiled a slow smile and said, “What do you taste, Ellie.”

She had not told him her name.

She had not told him her name and Thomas had not told him her name and there was no name on the credit card she had not yet handed him, and she sat there on the bar stool with the dark wine warming her tongue and her stomach and the small bones at the base of her spine, and she said, quietly, “Pomegranate.”

“Mm.”

“And iron.”

“Yes.”

“And —”

She stopped.

He waited. The smile did not move.

“And smoke,” she said.

“Yes.”

He lifted his own small empty glass to her in a silent toast. He did not drink.

The young couple at the end of the bar had paid their bill and gone outside to their car. The bartender did not seem to notice.

Thomas, beside her, was happily oblivious — the way a man is oblivious when he has been working too many hours and has finally been allowed to drink something he likes. He was making a small contented face into the structured red. He was telling the bartender about Indiana, about limestone soil, about his uncle’s old failed vineyard near Bloomington. The bartender was nodding politely, refilling his glass. Ellie sat with the dark wine in her hand and watched the room.

The bartender leaned across the bar toward her.

He did not touch her. He leaned. Across the polished oak, a foot of space, a private angle.

“Ellie,” he said, low, almost a whisper. “He’s looking for you. He is furious. You know that.”

The whole room went very still.

Thomas was still talking. Thomas was still happily talking about his uncle and a bad year for tannin in the Midwest. The fairy lights were still on. The young couple’s car was still pulling out of the gravel drive outside. None of those things had stopped. Only she had stopped.

“Who are you,” she said, just as quietly.

“An old friend of a friend of yours.”

“I don’t have any friends like you.”

“You do. You only met him recently.” His mouth did the small smile. “He is also looking for you. But he doesn’t know it yet.”

“What do you want.”

“To help.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Oh, I do.” The eyes, briefly, were not the eyes of a man. “I want to help very much. I want to help you do something that has not been done. I want to help you go somewhere he cannot reach you, for one night, only one — I cannot give you more than one — and let you see what you would have seen on the other side of that door, if you had been allowed to choose. Would you like that, Ellie.”

“What would it cost me.”

He laughed. The laugh was warm and slightly wrong.

“Smart girl. It would cost you a story, eventually. A very small story. You will not even notice when I take it. Don’t worry about the bill yet. Drink your wine. Finish it. Go home. Sleep. I will see you in the trees.”

“In the —”

“In the trees, Ellie.”

He straightened. He turned away from her and refilled Thomas’s glass, and his face was the face of an easy young man at a country bar again, and he said, brightly, “And what did you do, sir, after the uncle’s vineyard failed?”

Thomas told him.

She drank the rest of her wine slowly.

When Thomas reached for the credit card, the bartender shook his head and waved them off.

“On the house. Hospitality of the country. Come back, the two of you. Come back and tell me what you thought.”

In the gravel of the parking lot, walking back to the car, Thomas was loose-shouldered and warm with the wine, and he caught her hand and swung it lightly between them and said, “What a guy. Did you like him? That last wine was insane.”

“He was very —”

“What.”

“I don’t know. He was a lot.”

“Yeah.”

He kissed the top of her head. He opened the car door for her. He drove them back to the B&B with the windows down.

She did not, that night, want to sleep.

She brushed her teeth twice. She drank a glass of water. She read a paragraph of Thomas’s novel four times without absorbing a word. Thomas climbed into the four-poster behind her, fitted his big warm body to her back, put his arm over her ribs, and was asleep in ninety seconds.

She lay there in the dark with his arm over her and the smell of crepe myrtle coming in through the open window and the small bandage tight on her wrist, and she said, in her head, deliberately, I do not want to go.

She went anyway.

The marble pavilion was empty.

The cypresses around it stirred in a wind she could not feel. The marble was cool under her bare feet. The sea below the cliff was the wrong color. The low couch was empty. The air smelled like crushed grass and woodsmoke and a thick sweet undernote of pomegranate.

She stood in the center of the pavilion and turned, slowly, in a circle.

He stepped out from behind the farthest cypress.

The bartender. The wine on his breath. The small silver hoop in his ear. His feet were bare and his shirt was open at the throat and there was a thin gold cord around his neck with a coin on it she did not look at directly. He was leaning his shoulder against the trunk of the cypress with his arms crossed, and his eyes were laughing at her.

“Hello again, Ellie.”

“What is your name.”

“You know my name.”

“I don’t.”

“You do.” He pushed off the cypress. He came across the marble to her, and the marble rang softly under his bare heels, like a small bell. “All my names. You’ll find one of them eventually. Don’t worry about names tonight. Tonight I am going to show you the trees.”

“What trees.”

“Mine.”

He held out his hand.

It was not the way Zeus held out his hand. Zeus had offered her his open palm the way you offer a horse a sugar cube — slow, kingly, an invitation that was also a measurement. The bartender held out his hand the way a boy holds out his hand to a girl at the edge of a swimming hole. Loose. Joyful. Daring her.

She took it.

He led her out of the pavilion. He led her down a path she had never seen before — a path that ran around the back of the cypresses, away from the cliff, into a low fold in the land she had not known was there. The grass on either side of the path was full of small night-blooming flowers, blue and silver in the moonlight. The air got cooler. The sea sound fell away behind them. The path narrowed. The cypresses thinned. The cypresses changed. They became other trees — taller, paler, more silver — and then those trees thinned, and then —

There it was.

A forest.

It was a forest she had never seen in her waking life or in any dream. The trees were enormous. They had the silver-pale bark of birches, but they were tall as old oaks. Their leaves were the color of new pennies in the moonlight. The ground between them was thick with moss the green of a billiards-table felt. A low silver mist sat at knee-height between the trunks. Somewhere far inside — somewhere deep, where the silver mist gathered and the moss got thicker and the leaves made a green-gold roof against the sky — a single warm gold light was burning.

The light was not the moon.

She stopped at the edge of the trees.

The bartender stopped beside her. He was still holding her hand. He squeezed her fingers, once, lightly, and let go.

“He is in there,” he said.

“Who.”

“The one who is going to ruin you.”

She turned to look at him.

He was already not looking at her. He was looking at the gold light, far away in the trees, with an expression she could not place — something between affection and envy and a tired private grief.

“You will think you are safer with him than with my father,” he said. “You will be wrong. But you will be loved, in the meantime. That is more than most mortal women get. I am going to give you tonight, Ellie. I cannot give you more. Walk in. Walk toward the light. Do not look back.”

“Why are you helping me.”

He smiled. The smile was very tired.

“Because it amuses me to watch the king of the gods discover he is not the only one of us who can want a thing.”

“That isn’t a real answer.”

“No. But it is the one you get tonight. Go on.”

She looked at the forest.

She looked at the light, far in.

She thought of Zeus on the black beach. She thought of his hand at her jaw. She thought of his voice — I am not a man, Ellie. Look at me. She thought of the fresh mark on her throat and the small thin cut at her wrist and the bandage Thomas had wound very carefully, by lamplight, while he held her crying head against his ribs.

She thought of Adrian’s knuckles a quarter inch from her cheekbone in the storm light.

She thought: I have been chosen, and chosen, and chosen, and I have not, yet, chosen anything myself. Tonight I get to choose what I walk toward.

She stepped into the trees.

The bartender did not follow.

Behind her, quietly, almost lost in the sound of the silver leaves overhead, she heard him say, “Run, little bird.”

She did not run.

She walked.

She walked into the silver-pale trunks and the penny-colored leaves and the knee-high mist. The gold light got nearer. The moss got thicker under her bare feet. The air got warmer, the way air gets warmer near a hearth. Somewhere ahead of her a sound began that she had never heard in any dream and would not, for the rest of her life, be able to forget — a single low note of music, three notes, four. The kind of melody you do not catch the first time. The kind that opens the soft place under the breastbone and asks, politely, to come in.

She walked toward it.

The light got closer.

The light became a clearing.

In the clearing —

She woke up.

The first dawn of Hill Country was at the window. A bird was singing in the crepe myrtle outside. Thomas’s arm was warm and heavy across her ribs and his slow breath was in her hair. Her wrist did not hurt. The mark on her neck was still there. The bandage was still there.

She lay in the four-poster bed in the unfamiliar quiet room with the smell of someone else’s lavender soap on the pillowcase, and she put her hand to her own chest, and under her palm her heart was doing something it had not done in a year.

It was beating.

She did not, she realized, want to go back to sleep.

She wanted to know what was in the clearing.

She wanted, more than she had wanted anything since she was a child sitting on the floor of her father’s office with a National Geographic open in her lap, looking at a photograph of the surface of Jupiter, to know what was in the clearing.

And somewhere, on the far side of the quiet bedroom, on the far side of the closed door, on the far side of the morning, on the far side of Austin and of Thomas and of the office and of Adrian Hale’s knuckles and of the storm and of the bull and of the king of the gods who had set his teeth at the underside of her jaw the night before and told her he was not a man —

— a single low note of music, three notes, four, was still hanging in the air at the back of her mind, quietly, the way the smell of woodsmoke hangs in the hair of a person who has stood for a long time near someone else’s fire.

She listened.

The music did not, this time, fade.






Chapter 7 — The Clearing

She did not sleep again that morning.

She lay in the four-poster in the B&B with the morning light coming pale around the edges of the lace curtains, the smell of crepe myrtle thick in the air, Thomas’s slow even breath warm at the back of her neck. The small silver thread of music was still pulled tight across the room behind her closed eyes — three notes, four. The kind of melody that opens the soft place under the sternum and asks, politely, to come in.

She got up at seven.

She went barefoot down the wood-floored hall to the kitchen. The owner of the B&B was already at the stove. She turned over her shoulder. “Coffee, dear?”

“Please.”

She handed Ellie a heavy ceramic mug. “You slept hard, didn’t you. You looked like you needed it.”

“I did.”

“There’s a bench under the pecan tree out back. Take your coffee out there. The morning’s the best part of this place. The whole afternoon will be hot.”

She took her coffee out under the pecan tree. The bench was old and warm. The grass was damp. A pair of cardinals were arguing in the crepe myrtle. She sat there with the mug between her hands, watched the steam come off the coffee, and let her eyes go out of focus — the way you let your eyes go out of focus when you are not, exactly, looking at the world but at the inside of your own head.

The music was still there.

It had not gone away when she had woken up. It had not gone away when she had brushed her teeth or taken the small white robe from the hook on the back of the bathroom door or padded down the hall to the kitchen. It had thinned out a little, the way a smell of woodsmoke thins out in clean air, but it had not gone.

It was the patient music of a person waiting on the far side of a closed door.

Thomas came out around eight in his bare feet and his old gray T-shirt with two mugs in his hands. He sat down on the bench beside her, very close, the way he always sat — like a man who liked the place she was in and was willing to fit himself to whatever shape it required. He handed her the second mug. “You okay?”

“I’m okay.”

“You slept all night.”

“I did.”

“Ellie.”

“Mm.”

“That’s the first time in a month.”

“I know.”

He drank his coffee. He looked at the cardinals. He did not look at her. He said, quietly, with no edge in it at all, “Whatever you came out here to find, I hope you find it.”

She put her head on his shoulder.

She closed her eyes.

She thought, behind her closed eyes, I think I already started to.

They drove back to Austin that afternoon. Thomas put on his playlist of country songs from before they had met. He sang along. She put her bare feet on the dashboard. The Hill Country slid past the windows in long warm folds of pale yellow grass and post oaks. She held his hand. She loved him. She kept her face turned toward the window because she did not, exactly, want him to look at her right now. He, knowing her, kept his eyes on the road.

That night, in their own bed, she went to sleep on the first try.

She did not sleep through the meadow. She did not sleep through the pavilion. She went directly to the silver-pale trees.

The mist was at her knees. The penny-colored leaves overhead had a small wind in them. The path she had stood on the night before — the path she had walked on the night before, with the light in the deep distance — was right where she had left it. The forest had not moved. The forest had been waiting for her.

She stepped onto the path.

The mist parted around her shins. The moss was soft under her bare feet. The air was a kind of warm she had not encountered anywhere else — not the heat of Austin, not the wet heat of the storm, not the dry heat of Zeus’s beach, but the warmth of a room where a kettle has been on. The trees got taller. The light got closer.

The music started up again the moment her foot touched the path. Three notes. Four. The fifth note was a held one, longer than the others, and it had a kind of human ache in it that made the back of her throat tighten.

She walked.

She walked for what was either ten minutes or an hour. The trees thinned. The mist fell away. The light pulled up out of the depths of the wood and resolved into a single warm gold haze through a screen of silver trunks. The music got louder, and louder. At the last screen of trees she stopped, one hand on the cool silver bark of the nearest trunk, because she could not, for a single second, make herself walk into what was on the other side.

It was a clearing.

The clearing was a flat round meadow about the size of a small chapel, bordered by the silver-pale trees on all sides, roofed by a thin lacework of penny-colored leaves through which the gold light came in long visible bars. The grass was the pale gold of August wheat. A small spring ran across one corner of it and made a low chime as it went over a stone. Two white deer were lying down at the far edge of the clearing in the shade of the trees, and they did not get up when she stepped out of the trees, and they did not even raise their heads.

In the center of the clearing was a man.

He was sitting cross-legged on the grass with a small lyre across his lap — pale wood, seven strings. His head was bent over it. His fingers were moving on the strings. The music coming out of the strings was the music she had heard at the end of the silver forest the night before.

He was barefoot. He wore a length of pale yellow cloth wrapped around his waist and over one shoulder. The rest of him was bare — the long even color of the inside of a wheat field at the end of a sunny afternoon. His hair was the gold of poured honey, falling to his shoulders in slow waves with small things braided in: a single white feather, a green stem, a piece of red thread. There was a faint dust of gold along his cheekbones and the tops of his shoulders, the way some men, in summer, get a faint freckled dust along their cheekbones when they have been outside.

He was not Zeus. He was not the bull, not the heavy ancient weight of the bull.

He was, at first glance, the most beautiful man Ellie had ever seen, and the second glance did not change the first.

He did not look up when she came through the trees.

The music continued. She stood at the edge of the clearing with her hand on the silver trunk and watched him play. The held fifth note resolved into a small dropping cascade. The cascade caught itself and started to climb again. Somewhere very deep behind her sternum a small place she had not known was there opened up. The opening was not painful. The opening was — she could not, even days later, find the right word for it — the way a door swells in summer. You have not used the room for a while. You put your hand on the knob, and the door surprises you by giving up at the slightest pressure, and there you are, in a room you had not realized you had been keeping shut.

He let the last note go.

He set the lyre down beside him on the grass. He set both his hands flat on his bare knees. He let his head come up, slowly, and he looked at her.

His eyes were the color of the inside of a sunrise.

He smiled.

The smile started at the corner of his mouth and traveled across his face the way light travels across a wheat field when a cloud moves, and Ellie felt it on her skin before she felt it in her chest, and she felt it in her chest before she felt it under her ribs, and she felt it under her ribs before she remembered she had a body at all.

“Hello, Ellie,” he said.

His voice was not low or deep. It was the voice of a young man who had spent a great deal of time outdoors — a man who would not need to say a thing twice.

“Hello,” she said.

“Come closer.”

“Who are you.”

“You know who I am.”

“I don’t. I really don’t.”

He laughed. The laugh was warm. The laugh did not, the way the Vintner’s laugh had done, have something faintly off in it. The laugh was the simplest, kindest sound she had heard in any dream.

“Come closer first,” he said. “Then I’ll tell you.”

She stepped out of the trees.

The grass was warm under her bare feet. The light was warm on the part in her hair. She walked across the clearing slowly, the way you walk across a clearing when there are deer in it that you do not want to startle, and the deer did not move, and the spring chimed quietly at the far corner. She stopped about three steps away from him.

“Closer,” he said.

“This is closer.”

“Closer than this, Ellie.”

She took one more step.

He was sitting and she was standing, and even sitting his head came up nearly to her sternum, and the gold dust on his shoulders had a warmth coming off it the way coals will have a warmth coming off them after the flame has gone out. He smelled like sun-warmed cedar, like beeswax, like a wood somebody has been in for a long time and has loved.

He held one hand up to her, palm up, the way you hold a hand up to a child who has come close to a strange dog.

“Sit,” he said.

She sat.

She sat across from him on the warm grass. Her own bare knees almost touched his bare knees. Her white linen dress pooled around her thighs. She set her hands flat on her knees the way he had set his on his. She looked at him. He looked at her. For a long moment neither of them said a word.

“Now I’ll tell you,” he said.

“Tell me.”

“I am Apollo.”

She closed her eyes.

She had known. She had known the moment she had stepped out of the silver forest. She had known the way you know the answer to a question your mother is asking before the question is fully out of her mouth. She had known by the lyre and by the white deer and by the gold dust and by the way the music had felt like a door swelling open in a room she had been keeping shut.

She opened her eyes.

“You’re going to be in a lot of trouble,” she said.

He smiled.

“Yes.”

“Because of me.”

“Because of you.”

“Are you afraid of him.”

“My father?”

“Yes.”

“No,” he said simply. “I love him. He is my father. I have been afraid of him only twice in my life. Both times, it was about a woman.”

She did not, for a moment, breathe.

“Ellie,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I am not going to take you tonight.”

“All right.”

“I am going to play for you, and we are going to talk a little, and then you are going to go home, because if I do anything more than that on this first night, my father will know it from his throne, and he will burn this clearing to the ground, and I will not have this place to bring you back to. Do you understand me.”

“Yes.”

“Good.” He picked up the lyre. “Lie down.”

She lay down.

She lay down on her back in the grass — hair spread out behind her, hands folded on her stomach, bare feet pointing at the trees on the far side of the clearing. She closed her eyes. Somewhere above her head, behind her left shoulder, Apollo set the lyre back across his lap, put his fingers on the strings, and played for her.

He played for what felt like an hour. He played for what was, when she woke up, twenty minutes by the clock by the bed. He played a melody that was the melody of the silver forest and a melody that was the melody of a meadow she had never been in and a melody that was the melody of her mother’s kitchen on a Saturday morning when she had been six years old, although her mother’s kitchen had no music in it that morning, and somehow he had still found it. He played a melody that was the melody of the small dropping note in her own throat that came out of her, sometimes, when she was alone in the apartment and Thomas was at the gym, and she had not even known she made that sound, but here it was, in the small lyre, in the grass, in the gold light. He played the inside of her.

She cried.

She cried with her eyes closed, in the grass, the way she had not cried on Mopac, the way she had not cried in the conference room with the lights out, the way she had not cried at the side of her own bed with her wrist bleeding into Thomas’s clean white sheet. She cried the way you cry when somebody who has not asked any questions answers all of them. She cried quietly, without sound. The tears ran out the corners of her eyes and into her hair. Apollo did not stop playing. After a while the crying eased. After a while she was just lying in the grass, listening, hollow and warm.

When the music ended, he set the lyre down.

He did not get up. He leaned over and brushed the back of one warm finger along the underside of her wrist, where the bandage Thomas had wound in the dark was, and at his touch the small thin cut beneath the bandage closed itself and stopped throbbing, and the bandage, in the dream, came away clean.

“That will hold,” he said. “It won’t fix the other ones. He’ll keep making new ones until you make a choice. But it will hold this one.”

“Thank you.”

“You are very welcome.”

“Apollo.”

“Yes.”

“What do you want.”

The smile again. The warm one. The one she did not know yet how to be careful around.

“To see you again.”

“That’s all.”

“For tonight, yes. After tonight — I don’t know yet, Ellie. I am as new to you as you are to me. I am not in the habit of bringing mortal women into this clearing. I am breaking my own rules tonight. Let us not, on the first night, talk about what we want.”

“Okay.”

“Now sit up.”

She sat up.

He looked at her for a long minute. Then he picked something up off the grass beside him — a small thing, a thing she had not seen him pick — and he held his fist out to her over the small space of grass between them, and he opened his fingers.

It was a single white feather.

“From one of the deer’s friends,” he said. “Carry it with you. You won’t always be able to get back to me. When you cannot, hold this. I will know. I will come to you in the place that you are if I can, and if I cannot, I will at least be near.”

“In the dream.”

“In whatever world you are standing in, Ellie.”

She took the feather.

It was warm.

“Now go,” he said. He had picked the lyre up again. “Go before it gets light. I will see you the next time you can come.”

She stood up.

She walked back across the clearing. At the edge of the trees she turned, because she could not, somehow, make herself simply leave. He was looking at her with the lyre across his lap, the gold dust at his shoulders, the white deer at the far edge of the trees. He raised one hand to her, slowly. She raised hers, slowly. Then she stepped backwards into the silver forest, and the screen of trees closed between them. The music started up again, softly, very far away. She walked the path back to the marble pavilion in the dark, with the warm white feather closed in her right fist.

The pavilion was empty. The cypresses were empty. The Vintner was not at any of the trees. The sea below the cliff was the wrong color, but the wind was off it, and the wind was warm. She walked across the marble. She stepped off the edge of the cliff.

She woke up.

Her hand was closed. Something warm was in it.

She lay perfectly still. She did not breathe. She did not move her fingers. The clock on the bedside table said 4:11. Thomas was a long shape at her left, breathing slowly. The fan went one, two, three, four.

She brought her closed hand up to her face.

She opened her fingers.

In her palm, on the white sheet, was a single white feather.

The feather was real. The barbs were soft and slightly damp, the way a feather is damp when it has been in dew. The shaft was thin. There was a faint trace of gold along the down at the base of the quill, the way some birds have a trace of gold along the down at the base of their primary feathers in the right light, except this was no light Ellie could find in the dim bedroom. It was its own light.

She pressed it to her sternum.

She lay there in the dark, in her own bed, in her own marriage, with a feather from a clearing in a forest that did not exist held over the small place under her ribs that had opened up two hours earlier when she had not been able, somehow, to make herself walk into the gold light. She did the thing she had not done in any of the previous dreams.

She laughed.

Once. Quietly. Into the dark.

It was the first laugh of the second half of her life.






Chapter 8 — The Pitch

The Halcyon pitch was on a Thursday at ten in the morning, and Ellie had not, really, been afraid of anything for thirty-six hours.

She had hidden the white feather in the small inside zip pocket of her work bag and she had carried the work bag with her everywhere — to the office, to the bathroom, to the kitchen, to bed. She could not, even at the worst moments of the runup, quite believe she was carrying it. It was the size of a paperclip. It weighed less than a paperclip. It was a piece of physical impossibility zipped into her work bag, and the world had not, on its own, ended.

She slept four hours each of the two nights before the pitch. The four hours were good four hours. She walked into the conference room on Thursday morning at nine forty-five with three printed copies of the deck under her arm, a coffee in her hand, and a calm in her body she could not, in retrospect, account for.

Adrian was at the head of the long table.

He looked up when she came in. He looked at her for the small moment longer than was professionally warranted. Then he said, easily, “Good morning.”

“Good morning.”

“You all right.”

“I’m all right.”

“Yes,” he said. “I can see that you are.”

Halcyon’s people came in at ten. There were five of them. Two were the kind of senior who had not looked at a deck in person in a decade. One was the marketing director, a sharp-faced woman in her forties who did not smile at any greeting and who, in the first thirty seconds, asked Adrian a question about quarterly cadence that was not in fact a question about quarterly cadence but a test of whether he could be unsettled by a stranger at a long table. He could not. He answered her crisply and pivoted to Ellie with an open palm and said, “Ellie will walk you through the campaign architecture.”

She walked them through the campaign architecture.

She had practiced the deck, in private, eleven times. She did not, in the room, need any of those practices. The deck moved out of her on its own, in the cadence of someone who had the right sentence ready before the person across from her had finished the question. She watched the marketing director’s face move — from professional armor to professional curiosity, and then, somewhere around slide nine — the slide that held, in white Helvetica on a black field, the line we do not promise you peace; we promise you the right to disappear — to something that was not professional at all. The recognition of a person who had just heard a sentence she would not be able to forget.

When Ellie finished the last slide there was a silence in the conference room that lasted nearly twenty seconds.

The marketing director was the one who broke it.

She turned to Adrian and she said, quietly, “Where did you find her.”

Adrian smiled.

“I didn’t,” he said. “She was already here.”

The Halcyon team filed out of the room at eleven-fifteen with the campaign signed — a handshake on a contract that had been a six-figure contract three weeks earlier and was now a seven-figure contract. Within ninety seconds of the elevator doors closing on the clients, the senior partners made an entrance. Marcus the receptionist had already brought up a bottle of champagne. Priya was at the door, pretending to need a meeting with Adrian, grinning at Ellie like a maniac over his shoulder. Camille was, somehow, not anywhere on the floor.

Adrian did not let any of them, in the moment, take any of it from her.

“Ellie wrote the line,” he said, at the fast huddle that the partners tried to turn into a partner debrief. “Ellie built the pitch. I made her come in early. Talk to her.”

When the older men had moved off to congratulate each other in the way older men congratulate each other, he turned. He caught her eye across the room. He tilted his head slightly toward the door, and she followed him out into the hall.

“Dinner tonight.”

“Adrian —”

“You and me. The team. All of us. I’m taking everyone out. It is not a thing you can decline. Tell your husband. We will not be late. I want you in that room. You are the reason we won.”

“All right.”

He looked at her another half-second. Then he smiled, slightly, the dry private smile she had now seen exactly twice, and he turned and walked back to the partners without another word.

She went to her cube.

Priya was at her cube.

Priya was sitting in Ellie’s chair. Priya was eating a small bag of chips. Priya looked at her over the top of the chip bag and said, very calmly, “Ellie.”

“Don’t.”

“Ellie.”

“Priya, please.”

“Were you good in there?”

“I was.”

“Were you good in there in the way you have always been good, or were you good in there in the way that nobody on this floor has ever been good?”

“The second one.”

“Mm.”

“Don’t, Priya.”

“I’m not saying anything.”

“You’re saying it with your eyebrows.”

“I have very expressive eyebrows. There’s nothing I can do about that.”

Ellie laughed.

It startled her. She had not laughed at her own desk in a year. She had laughed in a B&B in Fredericksburg under a pecan tree two days earlier, briefly, and she had laughed at four in the morning into her dark bedroom holding a feather. Those did not count. Those had been laughs that nobody else had been there for. This was a daylight laugh in a fluorescent office. Priya’s eyebrows softened. The corners of her mouth softened. She stood up out of Ellie’s chair and gave her elbow a private squeeze. “Whatever you’re doing, do more of it. Tonight you’re sitting next to me at dinner. I will not have you sitting next to him.”

“All right.”

“Whatever it costs, Ellie. Whatever it costs. Do not sit next to him.”

She did not sit next to him.

The dinner was at a long table at a steakhouse on Sixth where the lights were low and the waiters were practiced and the wine flowed at a velocity that suggested the partners had decided this was on the firm. Priya put herself on Ellie’s left. The senior account manager put himself on her right. Adrian sat at the far end of the table between two of the older partners and did not look in her direction for the first hour and a half. He laughed at the right moments. He told a single very dry story about a former client and got the room. He drank one drink slowly. He looked, when she finally let herself glance toward him, like a man who had built something and was, in his own private way, allowing himself a single minute to enjoy it.

The dinner broke up at eleven.

The partners walked out together. Priya and the account manager walked out together. Ellie was the last person at the table for the time it took her to put her phone in her bag. Adrian was the second-to-last. He stood up and put on his jacket, and as he passed her chair he leaned down, slightly, and he said, very low, into the air over her shoulder, “Let me drop you home.”

It was not a question.

“My car is at the office.”

“You can pick it up tomorrow.”

“Adrian —”

“It’s late. You drank. I didn’t. I’ll drop you. Five minutes.”

“All right.”

His car was a low black thing parked at the valet. He held the passenger door for her. He shut it. He went around. He got in. He pulled out into Sixth and he turned south on Lavaca, and he did not, for the first eight blocks, say a word.

Then, on Riverside, idling at a red light, with the river dark out the right-hand window and the Congress bridge ahead of them:

“I am very proud of you tonight, Ellie.”

“Thank you.”

“I do not say that lightly.”

“I know.”

“I want to say a different thing now and I want you to hear it as the second thing, not as the first thing.”

“Okay.”

“You know what I am going to say.”

“Yes.”

“Then you say it.”

She turned her face to the window. The river was a long matte ribbon. The bridge lights were pale yellow. There was a kayaker’s red blinker out near the middle, very small, very far away.

“You are going to say that something is happening between us,” she said.

“Yes.”

“That you have been very disciplined about it.”

“Yes.”

“That you do not, generally, do this with women you work with.”

“I do not.”

“That you are not asking me to do anything tonight.”

“I am not.”

“But that you wanted me to know.”

“Yes.”

The light changed.

He pulled forward.

He drove the long quiet curve up to her neighborhood without saying another word, and he pulled up in front of her building, and he put the car in park, and he did not, this time, get out to open her door. He kept both his hands on the wheel. He looked straight ahead through the windshield.

“Adrian.”

“Yes.”

“I am married.”

“I know.”

“I love him.”

“I know that too.”

“What I have with him is not a thing I am willing to lose.”

“All right, Ellie.”

“I am telling you that as the first thing.”

“All right.”

“I am also telling you, as the second thing, that you should know that I have not, since the day you sent me that email, been able to think about another man without thinking about you.”

He closed his eyes.

Just for a second. Just for a single second. He kept his hands on the wheel and he closed his eyes, the way a man closes his eyes when something he has been carrying for a long time is set down, and then he opened them, and he turned his face to her, slowly.

“Get out of the car, Ellie.”

“I am.”

“Get out before I do something both of us would survive but neither of us would forget.”

She got out.

She closed the door. She did not look back. She walked up the path to her building. She let herself in. She climbed the stairs. She let herself into the apartment. Thomas was on the couch.

She stood in the doorway with her hand still on the doorknob. She looked at him asleep, with the lamp on, the book on his chest, his bare feet crossed at the ankle. She stood there for a long time. Then she set her bag on the floor quietly, crossed the living room, and lay down on the couch beside him. She fitted her face into the hollow under his jaw.

He half-woke. He smiled in his sleep. He put one big arm around her.

“How was it, baby.”

“We won.”

“Of course you did.”

He was asleep again in ten seconds.

She did not, that night, want to sleep.

She slept anyway.

The dream took her to the meadow.

The meadow was empty. There was no Zeus. There was no marble pavilion in the distance. The sun was high, and the small yellow flowers were thick at her ankles, and the air was warm.

In the middle distance — half a mile away, maybe more; the meadow had no real distance — six bulls were standing in a loose half-circle, all of them white, all of them with the gold cast at the tips of their horns. They were not grazing. They were facing her.

They came toward her, slowly. They came at the pace of men, not bulls. The gold light on their horns moved with them.

She did not move.

They came in around her in a slow ring, one at her right shoulder, one at her left, two ahead of her, two behind her. The largest of the two ahead — half again the size of the others, with horns as broad as her hips — stepped forward and lowered his enormous head. He pressed his great warm forehead, gently, against her sternum.

She put her hand on the warm white hide of his cheek.

He breathed out.

The breath was warm and smelled like cut grass.

“He is not here,” she said softly.

The bull at her sternum did not answer. The bulls did not answer. They stood. They breathed. The gold on their horns flickered very slightly.

She felt them as men — the way a room goes warm when six men walk in, the way the ground shifts under you when six men ring you in a half-circle, the way the small of your back tightens when men decide to stand around you. She felt the heat of them through the white wool, the slow weight of them, the particular attention you feel without ever having to look up.

She did not move.

She did not move because she did not, in this meadow, at this minute, want to move.

The bull at her sternum lifted his great head. He set the broad warm flat of his cheek against the side of her neck, where the mark from Zeus was, and he held it there, and the mark went hot, and the bull breathed once at her ear. The bull at her right shoulder lowered his head and set the broad warm flat of his cheek against her hip. The bull at her left shoulder did the same. The two behind her pressed their broad warm chests, very gently, against the small of her back. The two in front of her stood with their heads down, the points of their horns just barely brushing the hem of her dress, and breathed.

They were holding her.

She closed her eyes.

She let it happen.

She stood in the grass surrounded and held by six animals that were not quite animals — heat of them all over her, breath of them in her hair, against her neck, her ribs, her thighs. She let her own breath out, slowly. She let her hand stay on the white cheek of the bull in front of her. A bright hot line of feeling went up from the base of her spine to the top of her skull, and she did not, for a whole breath, know what she was, or where she was, or whose she was — only that she was being held, held thoroughly, held by something that knew exactly what she was without being told.

A wind came in off the east.

The wind was not warm.

The wind was the cold wind off a peak that has snow on it in summer.

The bulls lifted their heads, all six of them at once, and turned, all six of them at once, and looked toward the east.

The cold wind moved through her hair. The cold wind moved through the small yellow flowers at her ankles. The cold wind smelled, lightly, of myrrh and white roses, and on the wind there was a single high female voice — not a voice, exactly, more the suggestion of a voice — and the voice said, in a register the air should not have carried, who.

Just that.

Just who.

The bulls did not answer. The bulls did not need to. The big one in front of her lowered his head one more time and pressed his warm dome to her sternum. The gold on his horn flickered hard. He turned. The others turned. They went off across the meadow in a loose tight knot, the way a herd of men goes off the field at the end of a play. Ellie was alone in the middle of the meadow with the cold wind on her face and the warm grass at her ankles and the high voice of a woman she had never met, repeating in her ear like a coin spinning on stone.

Who. Who. Who.

She woke up.

The fan was going one, two, three, four. Thomas was still asleep on the couch. The lamp was still on. The clock said 3:53.

She sat up slowly.

The mark on her neck was hot.

She put her hand to it. It was hot the way a stove is hot, not the way a fever is hot. The mark was the size of her thumb now, and it was the color of a bruise that has had a hot iron pressed to it.

She got up.

She went to the bathroom. She put cold water on it. The cold water did nothing.

She sat on the lid of the toilet with her elbows on her knees and her hand over the mark, and she said, quietly, into the private dark of the bathroom, “I see you.”

The cold wind, three thousand miles and one whole world away, dropped.

The mark cooled.

She washed her face. She brushed her teeth. She went back into the living room. Thomas had not moved. She lay down on the couch beside him. She fitted her face into the hollow under his jaw. She closed her eyes.

She did not sleep.

She lay there in the dark, with her cheek against the slow drum of her husband’s pulse, and she said it again, in her head, carefully and slowly and politely, the way you say a thing in your head to a person you have just realized is in the room behind you:

I see you, Hera. I see you.






Chapter 9 — The Black Walls

The day after the pitch, Adrian was gone.

She came in at seven-thirty and found his office dark and his door locked. There was an email from him at the top of her inbox, sent at five forty-five.

Subject: NYC.

I am in the air. Halcyon want a follow-up with the CEO this afternoon. I will be back tomorrow night. Take the day. You earned it.

— A.H.

She read the email twice. She closed the email. She sat at her cube in the strange empty quiet of an office in which the man whose presence she had been organizing herself around for three weeks had simply, overnight, gone elsewhere, and she felt her own body settle by perhaps half an inch into her own chair.

By ten, Camille was at her cube.

Camille was not in a white blazer.

She was in a soft pale-pink cashmere sweater and dark jeans, her hair up in a loose knot, two coffees in her hands. She set one of them down on Ellie’s desk before Ellie had even looked up. The new mood of the new Camille was so unfamiliar that for a second Ellie did not recognize her.

“Hey,” said the new Camille. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

“You did really well yesterday.”

“Thank you.”

“I mean it. The line — the right to disappear — that’s a great line. I would not have thought of that line. Adrian was right to put you on it.”

“Camille —”

“I know. I know. I was a witch about it. I was a witch about it for two weeks. That’s on me. I want to start over. Coffee. Just — start over.”

She held the coffee out further. Ellie took it. Ellie looked at her. Camille had a small, very tired, very real smile at the corners of her mouth, and the eyes — the alert quick warm eyes — were not, this morning, the eyes that had said be careful, sweetheart.

“Okay,” said Ellie. “Start over.”

“Good. Lunch this week?”

“Sure.”

“Thursday.”

“Thursday.”

“I’m going to leave you alone now,” said the new Camille. “I just wanted to do that. Welcome to the floor. Officially.”

She left.

Ellie sat at her desk with the unfamiliar coffee in her hands and watched the back of Camille’s pale-pink sweater move down the hallway. Priya, three cubes over, said what into her own monitor, without looking up.

“I don’t know,” Ellie said.

“Ellie.”

“I don’t know, Priya.”

“Ellie.”

“What.”

“Be careful.”

“I’m always careful.”

“No, you’re not. You haven’t been for two weeks.”

That night she went home at six. She made dinner. She did the dishes. She watched a show with Thomas, and she put her bare feet in his lap, and she did not, for the first time in two weeks, look at the time on the cable box once. She went to bed at ten-thirty. Thomas put his arm over her. She fitted her back against the warm long line of him.

She thought, deliberately, take me to the clearing.

She did not go to the clearing.

She did not go to the meadow. She did not go to the marble pavilion. She did not go to the silver forest.

She was standing on a flat plain of black gravel, at the foot of a high black wall.

The wall was higher than she could see the top of. The wall had no decoration, no runes, no banners, no torches. The wall was made of polished black stone fitted so tightly that the seams between the stones were the width of a hair. It went off in either direction without any visible curvature; it was the wall of something the size of a small country.

In front of her, in the wall, was a doorway.

The doorway had no door. The doorway was a tall black archway with no light coming out of it. The air around the archway had a faint quality that air has near a deep cave — the cool, the slow updraft, the smell of old water on old stone.

She did not want to go through the doorway.

She did not want to go through the doorway the way a person raised on horror movies doesn’t want to go through such a doorway, and she did not want to go through it in another, older way, the way the small hairs of her wrist refused it, the way she had not wanted, three nights ago, to step out of the silver forest into the gold light of Apollo’s clearing — but with this difference: At the silver forest she had not wanted to go in even though she had wanted to. This was different — her body, deeper than her body, was telling her to obey.

She put her right hand on the small inside zip pocket of her dress. (In the dream, the dress had a small inside zip pocket. This was the kind of thing you noticed in the dream and did not question.) She unzipped the pocket. The white feather of Apollo was inside. It was warm.

She held the feather in her closed fist.

She walked through the doorway.

The corridor on the other side was the corridor of a labyrinth.

She knew this immediately. The walls were black basalt. The floor was black basalt. The ceiling was black basalt and far above her in places and very low above her in other places. There were torches in iron sconces on the walls but the torches were not lit. The light, such as it was, came from a faint pale-green phosphorescence in the seams between the stones, the way a deep cave will have phosphorescence in its seams, and the light was just enough to see by.

She walked.

She walked because there was nowhere else to go. The corridor went straight ahead for about thirty paces and then it forked. She took the left fork because her shoulders, faintly, leaned that way. The left fork went thirty paces and then it forked. She took the left fork again. The left fork went forty paces and then it forked. She took the right fork.

She walked for what was either ten minutes or two hours.

She passed empty corridors. She passed corridors that turned back on themselves. She passed a corridor that looked, when she glanced down it, like the inside of a long oval room with something crouched at the far end. She did not look down that corridor a second time. She walked past it quickly. She passed a corridor that smelled like blood and something else. She passed a corridor that had, at the very end, almost out of sight, a single low orange light. She stood at the mouth of that corridor for almost a minute with her hand on the cold black stone, because she was not, at first, certain whether the orange light was a fire or an eye.

It was an eye.

She did not go down that corridor.

After what was either ten more minutes or two more hours, she came to a place where six corridors converged into a single tall round room. In the center of the round room was a black stone column. At the base of the column was a man.

He was not Apollo. He was not Zeus. He was not the Vintner.

He was sitting with his back to the column, one knee drawn up and the other leg out flat in front of him, and he was sharpening a long bronze knife with a flat black stone, slowly, with the patience of a man who had been at it for hours and did not consider hours to be a unit of time worth caring about.

He was very large.

He was the largest human-shaped thing she had ever seen. He was larger than Zeus, which she had not thought was possible. He was at least seven feet tall sitting down. His shoulders were the shoulders of two ordinary men set side by side. His chest was bare. He wore a kilt of stiff red leather and a pair of broken sandals laced to his calves. Across his lap, half-thrown back over one of his enormous shoulders, was a lion-pelt — the head still attached, jaw open, the glassy dead eyes looking past him at nothing. His skin was a deep warm brown, the color of fired clay. His hair was black and short and curled tightly to his skull. His beard was short and very black. There were old white scars along the sides of his ribs and the outsides of both forearms and one across his throat that had stopped being deep a long time ago.

His eyes, when he raised them to her, were the color of dark honey.

He did not get up.

He looked at her for a long moment over the half-sharpened knife. His face did not move. His eyes did not move. The small hairs at the back of her neck stood up the way they had stood up at the bartender’s bar — but harder, ten times harder. Her knees went to water. She was, suddenly, properly, completely afraid.

“You,” he said.

His voice was low. His voice was not warm. His voice was the voice of a man who had drunk water out of mountain streams for thirty years.

“I was lost,” she said.

“You should not be here.”

“I know.”

“How did you get here.”

“I don’t know. I was supposed to be — I was supposed to be somewhere else.”

“Who brought you.”

“Nobody.”

“Nobody.”

“Nobody, I swear to you.”

He looked at her.

He looked at her for what felt like a very long time. He set the bronze knife down on the black stone floor. He set the sharpening stone down on the black stone floor. He stood up.

She had not been wrong about his height.

At his full height he was the largest thing in the room, and only barely — the ceiling was tall, but only just. He stood and looked down at her from a height the practical reality of her body could not quite accept. She had to bend her neck back to keep him in view. The lion-pelt slid off his shoulder. He did not catch it. It pooled at his feet.

He came over to her.

He came over slowly. He did not put a hand on her. He stopped a half-step in front of her. The heat coming off him was not the heat coming off Zeus or the heat coming off Apollo or the heat coming off the bartender. The heat coming off him was the heat coming off a metalsmith’s forge after the fire has been out for an hour. It was a residual, terrible heat — the heat of something that had been hot, would be hot again, and was not, just now, hot.

“Mortal woman,” he said, quietly.

“Yes.”

“What is your name.”

“Ellie.”

He repeated it back to her. He repeated it the way a man tries the weight of a coin in his palm. Ellie. Then again, weighing it. He didn’t like the heft of it.

“You have a man’s smell on you.”

“My husband — my —”

“Not him.”

She closed her mouth.

“Several men’s smells on you, in fact,” he said. “That is interesting.”

“Please — I don’t know how I got here.”

“My step-mother,” he said.

“What.”

“My step-mother brought you here. Or led you. She has been wanting a look at you. She has gotten her look. Now she is allowing you to be seen by me. This means she is opening a door. This means I am now the door. Do you understand me.”

“No.”

“You will.”

He turned. He walked back to the column, picked up the lion-pelt, and threw it back over his shoulder. He picked up the bronze knife. He picked up the sharpening stone. He came back to her with all three things, set the lion’s-head end of the pelt on his shoulder so the dead jaws hung beside his cheek, and looked down at her.

“Tonight you go home,” he said. “Tonight, and only tonight, you go home. I am letting you out the way you came in. The next time we meet I will not be in a mood to let you go. Hera does not give me my orders twice. Do you understand.”

“Yes.”

“Run home, then. Run home, little wife of nobody. Run home and tell your gods to hide you.”

“What is your name.”

He stopped.

He turned his head, slowly, and looked at her, and the dark honey of his eyes had a small movement in it, a small surprise — and underneath the surprise, fast, so fast she almost did not see it, a bitter and tired half-smile at the corner of his mouth.

“Don’t ask,” he said.

“Please.”

“Why do you want it.”

“Because I want to know who is going to ruin me.”

He laughed.

The laugh came out of him like a single short bark, the laugh of a man who has not laughed in some time. It echoed off the black stone walls. The dead lion’s jaws moved slightly with the laugh.

“All right, mortal woman.”

He told her his name.

She closed her eyes.

She had known. She had known when he had said step-mother. She had known when he had said Hera. She had known before that, from the lion-pelt and the scars and the height. Her mother had read her the stories at six years old at the foot of the bed in Indiana. She had known.

She opened her eyes.

“Hercules,” she said, softly, to be sure.

He inclined his head, slightly.

“Now run, Ellie.”

“Why are you going to ruin me.”

“Because she has told me to.”

“Why have you not done it tonight.”

He was quiet for a long time.

He looked at her with the dark honey eyes and the dead lion at his shoulder, and the cold pale-green phosphorescence picked out the small movements of his throat, and he said, finally, in a voice so quiet she almost did not catch it, “Because I am tired, mortal woman. Because I have been doing what she tells me to do for four thousand years. Because I do not yet know what it is in you that has put the king of the gods on his back foot, and I am, on certain nights, after certain weeks, curious. That curiosity will pass. When it passes, I will come and find you. Now go.”

She went.

She turned and walked back the way she had come. The corridors of the labyrinth came when she called on them, the way they had not come on the way in. She walked out of the labyrinth, back through the doorway in the high black wall, out onto the flat plain of black gravel under a black sky. She stood there with her hand still closed around the white feather of Apollo, and she said, out loud, into the cold air —

“Take me home. Take me home.”

She woke up.

The fan was going one, two, three, four. The clock said 4:21. Thomas was asleep beside her. Her right hand was closed.

She opened it.

The white feather was warm.

She was not breathing right.

She lay on her back and stared at the ceiling, and she felt, for the first time in two weeks, not the shimmering electric heat of being chosen, not the slow honeyed gold of being seen, not the soft safety of being held — but a cold sober fear at the base of her belly — the kind she had not felt since she was nine, standing on a high diving board at her grandmother’s pool, looking down for the first time and realizing what a long way down it was.

Hera had seen her.

Hera had sent for her.

Hera had an agent.

The agent had a name.

She got out of bed, quietly. She went to the kitchen. She poured a glass of water at the sink. She drank it standing at the kitchen window with her elbow on the cool counter, looking out at the dark Austin street.

Across the street, in the pool of streetlight, a man was leaning against the trunk of a parked car.

He was very tall.

He was watching her window.

The glass dropped out of her hand.

It hit the kitchen floor and broke. The sound was very loud in the silent apartment, and Thomas, in the bedroom, made a small confused noise, and the man across the street did not move at all.

She crouched down to pick up the glass. Her hand was shaking. When she stood up again, she made herself look out the window, slowly, the way you make yourself look back at a thing.

The streetlight was empty.

Nobody was leaning against the parked car.

Nobody had been leaning against the parked car.

The street was the ordinary three-in-the-morning Austin street it had been three minutes earlier. The parked car was the same parked car that had been at the curb for a week. A moth was beating itself against the streetlight, again and again. That was all.

Thomas appeared in the doorway in his old gray T-shirt with his hair flattened on one side from the pillow.

“Baby. You okay?”

“I dropped a glass.”

“Did you cut yourself?”

“No.”

“Come back to bed.”

“I’m coming.”

He padded back to the bedroom in his bare feet.

She stood at the kitchen window for one more long minute with her hand on the cool counter and the broken glass at her feet and the white feather, very warm, still closed in her right fist, and she watched the empty street for the man who had not, after all, been there.

Then she went to bed.

She did not, that night, sleep.






Chapter 10 — The Riding

She did not, for two days, sleep.

She lay in bed beside Thomas with her eyes open until three or four in the morning. The white feather was under her pillow. The small mark on her neck was a dim hot coal she could feel through her hair. She watched the slow rotation of the fan blades. She did not let her eyes close. She did not, in her head, ask anything to come for her. The first night, nothing did. The second night, something tried — a gray pull at the center of her sternum, a faint smell of crushed grass, a single low syllable in the wall behind the headboard that might have been a name and might have been the air conditioner. She said no, deliberately, in her head. She put her hand on Thomas’s bare forearm where it lay across her ribs. The pull eased. The gray went out of her chest. The syllable did not come a second time.

By Wednesday she was a wreck.

Adrian came back from New York on Tuesday night. She did not see him until Wednesday morning. He did not come to her cube. He did not send her an email. She walked past his office on the way to the kitchen at ten, and his door was closed, and through the half-open blinds she could see him at his desk, in his shirt sleeves, on a phone call, his back to her. He did not see her go past. She came back ten minutes later with two coffees in her hands. The door was still closed. The blinds were lower. She set one of the coffees on the small console table outside the door, the way she used to set things on Phil’s old desk before Phil had retired, and she walked back to her cube.

By eleven, the coffee on the console table was gone.

She did not, for the rest of the morning, see him.

At noon Camille caught her at the elevator.

“Lunch.”

“Camille —”

“Today. Now. Come on. There’s a place on Fourth I want you to try.”

The new Camille had not, since Tuesday, faltered. The new Camille said good morning on the way to the kitchen and the new Camille brought small cheerful gifts — a tea bag, a small chocolate wrapped in foil, a sticky note in the shape of a cat — and the new Camille said, into Ellie’s cube on Wednesday morning, with her face composed and her eyes bright, “I want to be your friend. I am asking. I am laying it out. I want to be your friend. Lunch is the first thing.”

Priya watched all of this from three cubes over with the face of a woman watching a small fire and not yet sure whether to put it out.

Ellie went to lunch.

The place on Fourth was a bright Vietnamese place with a window onto the sidewalk and a single ceiling fan and a glass case of green and pink desserts at the counter. Camille ordered for both of them in good Vietnamese. The waitress laughed at something Camille said. Camille turned back to Ellie and said, easily, “I lived in Saigon for two years after college. I have to come here at least twice a week. The pho is okay. The bun bo Hue is a religious experience.”

“All right.”

“How are you, Ellie.”

“I’m okay.”

“You don’t look okay.”

“I haven’t been sleeping.”

“Adrian?”

“Camille, please.”

“I am not asking you to tell me anything, Ellie. I am just asking.” Camille released a soft sigh. “I’m not — I am not a good person. I want to be honest with you about that. I am not a good person and I have been a worse person to you than I needed to be, and you should not, on the basis of two coffees, simply trust me. I know. I know. But I am asking, anyway. Are you okay.”

Ellie looked at her.

Camille’s face was, in this light, the face she had not yet seen — the face under the white-blazer face. There was an old fatigue at the corners of the eyes. There was an old kindness at the corner of the mouth. The hair was up in the soft loose knot. There was a faint, fast tightening of the muscle at the corner of Camille’s left eye that you would not have caught if you were not, by then, an animal that had spent two weeks living on the edge of fear.

Ellie caught it.

She did not, in the moment, know what she had caught. She knew only that she did not, after she had caught it, intend to tell Camille a single true thing for the rest of the lunch.

“I’m okay,” she said. “I’m just tired. The pitch took a lot out of me.”

“Mm.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“All right.”

The pho came. The bun bo Hue was a religious experience. Camille was charming, warm, self-deprecating, precise. Ellie laughed in the right places. She ate her noodles. Somewhere around the third laugh, she noticed Camille’s eyes flick into fast cataloguing every time Ellie said the word I — like a recorder catching a flag.

They walked back to the office in the warm noon street.

At the elevator Camille said, “Same time Friday?”

“Friday I have a thing.”

“Monday.”

“Monday.”

“Good.”

The elevator came.

The elevator went up.

In the elevator, Camille said, in a small light voice, like a person trying out a fact, “I bumped into Adrian last night, by the way. At Margot’s.”

“Oh.”

“He looked tired.”

“It was a long trip.”

“Mm. He was alone.”

“Was he?”

“Mm. He was alone, and he sat at the bar for two hours, and he did not look once at his phone, and the bartender — you know the redheaded girl at Margot’s? — she was killing herself trying to get a smile out of him, and he gave her nothing. Just sat there. Like a man waiting for somebody who wasn’t coming.”

The elevator pinged.

The doors opened on eight.

Camille smiled at her. It was a perfect, warm, knife-edge smile.

“Anyway. Friday’s a thing. Monday it is.”

She walked off.

Ellie stood on the eighth-floor carpet for ten full seconds before she made herself walk back to her cube.

That night she went home at five-thirty.

She made dinner with Thomas. They watched two episodes of a show. She put her bare feet in his lap. She did not, in the small space of her own ribs, look at the time on the cable box. She did not, at any point in the evening, let her right hand drift to her left wrist — where the bandage was no longer needed, but where she had been wearing a thin gold bracelet of her grandmother’s for two days. Beneath the bracelet, against the soft skin where the cut had been, the warm place where the white feather had touched her in the dream was still warm.

At ten-thirty she went to bed.

She lay against Thomas’s broad back with her cheek between his shoulder blades and her arm around his ribs and the slow pulse of his heart under her palm, and she said, deliberately, in her head, take me to the clearing.

She slept.

She did not, this time, go to the clearing.

She went to the path at the end of the silver forest where the silver-pale trees began. The mist was at her knees. The penny leaves were over her head. Standing in the path, facing her, was Apollo.

He was not sitting cross-legged with a lyre. He was on his feet. He was barefoot, but he was wearing the pale yellow cloth in a different way — wrapped at the waist and pinned high at the right shoulder with a small gold pin, the way a young man wraps for a journey. The gold dust was still on his cheekbones. The honey hair was tied at the back of his neck with a piece of red thread.

Behind him, in the silver mist, were two other shapes.

They were not men.

They were not entirely not men.

She felt her breath stop in her throat.

“Ellie,” said Apollo. He held out his hand to her, palm up, the way he had held it out to her in the clearing. “Come. There is a place I want you to see. I have brought us a ride.”

She walked toward him.

The two shapes resolved as she came closer. They were centaurs. She had read about them on the floor of her father’s office in Indiana when she had been eight years old — the page had a black-and-white woodcut, very old, of a centaur with a club — and she had not, since she was eight, thought about centaurs in any serious way.

These were the centaurs she had not been able to imagine when she was eight.

The first one was the size of a draft horse from the chest down — a deep glossy red-brown coat, long heavy legs, white socks at the fetlocks, a thick black tail. The man-half rising out of the place where the horse-shoulders should have been was the man-half of a man in his forties, dark-skinned, deep-chested, bearded in long black curls, and his beard had thin gold rings woven into it, and his bare arms were thick with old white scars, and his eyes were a dark grape-green. He was smiling. He had small wrinkles at the corners of his eyes from a lifetime of smiling.

The second one was younger.

The second one was the size of a quarter horse from the chest down — a smaller, lighter, faster body, the color of a bay, with a long cream-colored mane that ran from the man-half’s shoulders down the line of the spine and faded into the cream-colored tail. The man-half was a man perhaps her own age, perhaps a little younger, broad-shouldered in the way of swimmers, lean. His chest was bare and very brown. He had no beard. His hair was the same cream as his mane and tail, tied back from his face in a single loose tail with a leather cord. His eyes were a startling pale blue, the blue of glacier water, and he was not smiling. He was looking at her with the patient direct stillness of a young man who has been told to be on his best behavior and intends to be on his best behavior, with effort, for as long as it takes.

“Ellie,” said Apollo, “this is Cheiron. He is the eldest of the friends. He is the one I would trust with my own life. The other I would not trust with my own life but I would trust with yours, which is a different thing. His name is Lykaios. Lykaios is shy. Do not believe him.”

The young centaur, Lykaios, snorted softly, the way a horse snorts when a man it likes has said something at its expense, and the older one, Cheiron, laughed — a deep soft laugh that came up out of his chest and did not at any point change the look in his eyes — and said, “Lady. We are honored.”

No one in Ellie’s life had ever called her lady.

She felt the back of her neck go warm.

“Hi,” she said.

“You will ride with Lykaios,” Apollo said. “He is faster. He is younger. He will carry you carefully because if he does not I will take his cream-colored tail and braid it into a halter for the next colt I see. Cheiron will carry me. Climb up.”

“Climb —”

“Up,” he said. He smiled. The smile was very gentle. “Lykaios will kneel.”

Lykaios knelt.

He did this with the surprising grace of an animal that had folded its long legs many times to let smaller things climb on. He went down on his front knees first, then his back, then tucked his haunches sideways so the long line of his cream-mane back was just at her shoulder. His man-half turned at the waist and looked at her over his shoulder. The pale blue eyes shifted again — the I will not move while you do this look. Apollo came around and put his warm hands at her waist and lifted her, easily, the way a man lifts a child onto a kitchen counter. He set her astride Lykaios’s broad cream-mane back, behind the place where the human waist met the horse-shoulders.

She had her bare thighs on the warm coat of the centaur.

Her hands did not, for a second, know where to go.

“Hold on to him,” Apollo said, easily, behind her. “Around the man-half. He won’t mind.”

She set her hands, lightly, on Lykaios’s bare shoulders. The skin was warm. The muscles under the skin were the long corded muscles of a young man who used his body for everything. He turned his head, just slightly, to glance at her hands. He did not smile. The pale blue eyes flicked to her face, flicked away, flicked back; one small almost-smile at the corner of his mouth that he did not let happen.

“Stand,” Apollo said.

Lykaios stood.

She rose, suddenly, two feet into the silver mist. Her dress fell to either side of her thighs. Her hair fell down her back. Her hands were on the bare shoulders of a young man whose lower half was a horse — and the young man had been trained, by a god, to be on his best behavior.

Cheiron, at her right, knelt for Apollo.

Apollo swung up on his back with the easy single leap of a man getting onto a piece of furniture he had owned for a long time. He did not put his hands on Cheiron’s shoulders. He sat behind the man-half with one hand on the great glossy red-brown horse-rump beside him and his back straight and his face turned toward Ellie, and he said softly, “Ready?”

“Yes.”

“Hold on.”

They went.

She had thought she had ridden a horse, once, at eleven, on her uncle’s farm in Indiana, an old slow trail horse named Patty who had stopped twice for grass and once to be sick. She had not. She had not, until now, ridden anything. The centaur under her went from a stand into a long low even canter that did not jolt her once — the long line of his back rising and falling like a slow swell on water. The silver-pale trees whipped past her ears. The penny leaves over her head moved in a continuous golden scatter. The silver mist parted around the centaur’s chest and closed behind his haunches. The wind in her hair was the warm wind of summer. She laughed.

She laughed.

She had not, on a horse, ever laughed.

The young centaur tilted his cream-haired head back at her, just an inch, and the corner of his mouth did the small almost-smile again, and he said, in a voice she had not yet heard, low, soft, with a dryness in it, “Good?”

“Good,” she said, breathless.

“Faster?”

“Faster.”

He went faster.

They flew.

They flew through the silver-pale trees and the silver mist and the penny-colored leaves and out of the silver forest, into a meadow she had not been in before — wider than Zeus’s meadow, less yellow, with low blue-flowering weeds at her ankles instead of cornflowers and poppies. Up a long warm hillside. Over the crest. And there, in the bowl of the valley below, was a lake.

The lake was shaped like an open hand.

The water was the color of the inside of a glass bottle held up to a candle, the same green as Cheiron’s eyes, the same green as the bartender’s eyes, except — and she would not, for some time, place this — without the wrongness in the bartender’s. It was simply, perfectly, that color.

There was a single small white pavilion at the edge of the lake.

The pavilion was open on three sides. There were hides spread on the floor of it. There was a low table. There was a clay jug. Around the pavilion, in a loose ring, were five other centaurs, all of them grazing, all of them with their man-halves bent over books or instruments or each other. One of them, a thin blue-eyed centaur Cheiron called Pholos, was tuning a small set of pipes. One of them, a great old gray, was reading.

The centaurs were reading.

She did not, in the moment, find a way to ask why centaurs were reading.

Lykaios slowed. Cheiron slowed. They came down through the bowl of the valley at a gentle walk. The other centaurs lifted their heads. One of them — a young black-coated centaur with a ribbon of gold at his throat — gave a single high glad whoop. Apollo lifted his hand at them in greeting. Cheiron made a small sound that meant behave in a tone that was not the tone of a centaur to other centaurs but the tone of a teacher.

They walked into the ring of grazing centaurs.

Cheiron knelt for Apollo. Apollo dismounted, came around, and lifted his hands to Ellie. Lykaios, slowly, knelt. Apollo set his hands at her waist again — warm, warm — and lifted her down. He set her on her bare feet on the warm grass at the edge of the pavilion. The pale blue eyes of the young centaur she had ridden flicked to her face one more time — away, back — and a small almost-smile happened, at last, openly, at the corner of Lykaios’s mouth.

Then he lowered his head, and ducked it formally, and stepped away.

“You may pet him later,” Apollo said in her ear, softly, with a very private warmth. “He does not, in general, allow it. He will allow it from you. Do not let it go to your head.”

She laughed.

Apollo took her hand. He led her to the pavilion. He sat her down on the soft hides at the low table. He poured water into a clay cup from the jug. He set the cup in her hands. The water was very cold.

“Drink.”

She drank.

The water tasted like water.

It was the only thing in the dreamworld that had ever tasted like the thing it was supposed to taste like, and she said so, out loud, after she had taken the second swallow.

He laughed.

“Yes. We do not, in this valley, hide anything.”

“Apollo.”

“Mm.”

“What are we doing here.”

“I am showing you a place.”

“Why.”

“Because I want you to know, before anything else, that you have a place, in this world. Because I want you to know, before anything else, that you can come here and there will be water, and there will be Cheiron, and there will be no one looking at you in any way you do not want. Because I am not, Ellie, going to be the kind of god who comes only at night to take what he wants. Do you understand.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

He sat down across from her on the hides. The light at the edge of the lake was a long gold lake-light, the kind of light you only ever get on water in late afternoon, and the slow movement of the water was reflected up onto the underside of the white pavilion roof. He set his cup down. He looked at her.

She looked at him.

“Now,” he said quietly, “I am going to do one thing that I did not do the other night. Then we are going to eat. Then we are going to ride home. Are you all right with the one thing.”

“What is the one thing.”

He did not answer in words.

He leaned across the low table.

He put one warm hand, palm flat, against the side of her jaw, his thumb at the soft place under her cheekbone, his fingers loosely along the line of her throat, not on the mark, not anywhere near the mark, but on the unmarked side, the side that was hers and only hers — and he leaned across the small space between them, and he set his mouth, quietly, on hers.

She did not, for one second, breathe.

The kiss was not the kiss of a man.

The kiss was the kiss of something warmer and older than a man. It tasted, faintly, of beeswax, of sun on stone, of a thing she would later only ever be able to think of as the inside of a wheat field at the end of a sunny afternoon. It lasted perhaps a single second and perhaps a long minute. It was the gentlest, truest kiss she had ever had.

He pulled back.

He did not let go of her jaw.

He looked at her for a long minute, and the corners of his eyes had gone slightly bright, and he said, quietly, “You see.”

“I see.”

“Eat.”

The centaurs brought food. There was bread the color of the sun. There were dark grapes. There was honey in a small bowl. There was a soft white cheese that Ellie had no name for. They sat, all of them, on the warm hides, and they ate, and Cheiron told Ellie a long warm story about a young hero he had taught, two thousand years ago, who had come to him broken and gone away whole, and Lykaios sat at the edge of the pavilion with his lower body folded under him and his pale blue eyes occasionally flicking, very fast, to Ellie’s face and away, and the gray old centaur with the book read out loud, in a soft voice, a poem in a language Ellie did not know, and the lake at the edge of the pavilion stayed perfectly green and perfectly still.

After an hour, Apollo touched her hand, softly.

“Time.”

“All right.”

The centaurs stood. Cheiron knelt for Apollo. Lykaios knelt for her. Apollo helped her up. As Lykaios stood, he turned his head back toward her one more time, and the corner of his mouth made the almost-smile a real smile. Ellie, lightly, set her right hand at the back of his cream-mane neck, in his hair, the way you set your hand on a young man you do not know well. His eyes closed for a single second. He leaned his head back by perhaps a quarter of an inch, into the press of her palm. Then he straightened, and the moment was over, and he said, very low, only to her, “Hold on.”

They flew.

They flew home.

Apollo did not, this time, let her come all the way back to the silver forest. Halfway across the meadow he had Cheiron stop, and Lykaios stop beside Cheiron. He dismounted. Cheiron lowered Apollo’s bag to him. Apollo came over and lifted her down off Lykaios’s back. He put his hands at her waist again and set her on her feet on the warm meadow grass. He looked at her in the long gold lake-light, which was not, this far from the lake, gold lake-light anymore but only the gold light of the meadow.

“You go back from here.”

“Why.”

“Because if I take you back to the cypresses I will not, tonight, be able to let you go.”

“Apollo —”

“Ellie.”

“All right.”

He kissed her again. The second kiss. The second kiss was and was not the first kiss, and it lasted a second longer, and at the end of it he set his forehead against hers, and he closed his eyes, and he said, very low, into the private space between her mouth and his mouth, “Next time.”

“Next time.”

“Go.”

He let her go.

He turned. He swung up onto Cheiron’s broad red-brown back. The two centaurs turned. They went off across the meadow at a long easy canter. Lykaios looked back, just once, over his cream-mane shoulder at her. Then they were gone over the crest of the meadow, and Ellie was alone in the pale grass with the wind in her hair and the green-glass taste of the lake water still on her tongue.

She woke up.

The clock said 4:18.

The white feather under her pillow was very warm.

Thomas was asleep beside her.

She lay there in the dark with her eyes open and the private corner of her mouth where Apollo had set his mouth and the private hollow of her right palm where she had set her hand on the cream-mane neck of a young centaur who had blushed when she had, and she did not, for a long minute, do anything but breathe.

Then she rolled onto her side, carefully.

She fitted her face into the warm hollow under Thomas’s jaw.

She closed her eyes.

She did not, this time, sleep.

She did not need to.

The gold light of the lake was, somewhere behind her sternum, still on.






Chapter 11 — Margot’s

Adrian did not, on Thursday, come into the office until nearly eleven.

She knew because she had not, all morning, allowed herself to look at his door. She had kept her face on her monitor and her ears open. At ten fifty-eight she had heard the bright two-tone of the elevator at the end of the floor, the soft confident rhythm of his loafers on the carpet, the small click of his door closing. She had let her shoulders, finally, drop a quarter inch.

He sent her a calendar invite at eleven-fifteen.

4:00 — Halcyon debrief. Conference room A. — A.H.

She did not look at the invite for an hour.

When she did, she did the small mental math she had not done in two weeks: this was a four o’clock invite, and four o’clock was nearly the end of the working day, and the conference room A on Thursdays was, by tradition, a quiet room, because Thursday was the partners’ golf day and they all left at three. There would be no one outside the room. There would be no Camille on the floor — Camille was at a client lunch out at the Domain. There would only be the two of them.

She accepted the invite.

She stood up.

She went to the bathroom. She washed her hands. She stood at the sink under the small overhead light with her hair down around her face and her eyes down on her hands, and she said out loud, in the quiet of the empty bathroom, “I am married. I am married. I am married. I am married. I am married.”

She said it five times.

When she walked back to her cube, Priya was leaning on it.

“You okay.”

“Yes.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes, Priya.”

“Tell me you are not going to do something stupid in conference room A at four o’clock.”

“I am not going to do something stupid in conference room A at four o’clock.”

“Tell me again.”

“I am not going to do something stupid in conference room A at four o’clock.”

“All right.”

“Priya.”

“Mm.”

“What did Camille say to you when she walked back from lunch yesterday.”

Priya looked at her for a long second.

“Why.”

“Because at lunch she told me she had seen Adrian at Margot’s the night before, alone for two hours. And I want to know if she told the senior partner, casually, at the coffee station, that she had seen him at Margot’s the night before, alone for two hours.”

Priya’s mouth made a small thin line.

“Yes,” Priya said. “She did. She said it to two of them. Her voice was light. It was not light when I asked her about it later.”

“What did she say when you asked her.”

“She said, oh, Priya, no, I just thought it was funny — a man like that, all by himself. But Ellie — when she said a man like that — she did the thing.”

“What thing.”

“The thing with her eyes. The thing the recorder light does.”

Ellie closed her eyes.

She nodded.

“All right.”

“Ellie, what is going on.”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Ellie.”

“Priya, I don’t know yet. I will tell you when I know. I promise. But I don’t know yet.”

Priya looked at her for another second. Then she nodded, once, and she said, “Conference room A, four o’clock. Don’t do anything stupid. I am not your mother. But.”

“But.”

“But.”

She squeezed Ellie’s elbow and went back to her cube.

At four o’clock Ellie walked down the long quiet hallway to conference room A.

The hallway was empty. The partner offices on either side were dark. The little kitchenette at the end of the hall had its lights off. The afternoon sun came through the glass doors at the end of the hall in long pale gold bars across the carpet. The gold bars looked, for a half-second, exactly like the gold bars of light in Apollo’s clearing. Ellie felt the small corner of her mouth where Apollo’s mouth had been sixteen hours earlier go, briefly, warm.

Then she shook her head, hard, once, and pushed the door open.

Adrian was already there.

He was sitting at the long oval table on the far side, his back to the window, his sleeves rolled, a cup of coffee in front of him, a yellow legal pad turned toward the empty chair across from him. His face had, in the past three days, gone slightly thinner, and the small muscle at the corner of his jaw was doing the thing it did when he had not been sleeping.

He looked up.

He did not stand. He did not smile. He did not say good afternoon. He did not need to.

“Sit down, Ellie.”

She sat down.

He did not start with the debrief. He did not start with Halcyon. He did not, for a long moment, start with anything. He looked across the table at her with the strange gray-blue eyes and his hands, loose, on the legal pad, and the only sound in the room was the faint ambient hum of the air handler.

“I have been a coward this week,” he said.

“Adrian.”

“Hear me out. I went to New York for an actual reason, but I extended by a day for a reason that was not actual. I sat at a bar on Tuesday night, by myself, for two hours, because I did not, at any point in those two hours, want to come back to Austin. I have not felt that way about a return flight in nineteen years of working life. I am telling you this because I told you in the car on Sunday night that I was not going to ask you to do anything. I meant it then. I mean it now. I want to keep meaning it. I am telling you the rest of it because I do not want to lie to you. We have eight weeks of work left on Halcyon, and beyond that, an additional account I have already chosen you for, and I am not going to be able to look at you across this conference table for another six weeks without telling you what I told myself in New York. So I am telling you now. Are you listening.”

“I am listening.”

“I am in love with you.”

The room didn’t change.

The air handler hummed. The afternoon sun made its long pale gold bars across the carpet outside the door. Something in her went cold and clear, the way it does when something she had known for two weeks was finally said out loud in a room.

She did not cry. She did not, this time, even let her hand move from her thigh.

“Adrian.”

“Ellie.”

“You are not going to be in love with me.”

“Ellie.”

“You are going to be in love with the version of me who sat across this table from you at seven in the morning for three weeks and built the best thing I have ever built, with you, because you knew how to ask the questions that nobody had asked me before. You are going to be in love with that woman. That woman is not the only woman I am. The other woman that I am is the woman who lives at home with a man who has loved me since I was twenty-five and who has spent every single morning of three years of marriage making me coffee with cinnamon in it because he remembered, once, by accident, that I liked it. That woman, that other woman, is the woman I have to go home to. I cannot, Adrian, I cannot, I cannot —”

“I know.”

“You don’t know.”

“I do.”

“Adrian.”

“I do, Ellie. That is exactly why I am telling you. I do not want you to do anything. I do not want you to leave him. I do not want you to come over to my apartment tonight. I do not want you to kiss me. I do not want you to walk around this table. I want you, right now, to know that I am not, on the other side of this table, a man who has the upper hand. I am not composed. I am a man who has been in love with you for nineteen days. That is the longest nineteen days I have had since 2007. I want you to know that. Then I want you to walk out of this room, and I want us to do the work.”

The gold bars on the carpet behind her closed eyelids became, for a half-second, the long gold bars of light through the penny-colored leaves over the clearing. She felt the warm corner of her mouth where Apollo had set his mouth. She felt the warm hollow of her palm where she had set her hand on Lykaios’s cream-mane neck. She felt the cold place beneath her sternum where her certainty about her world used to live. She heard the high female voice of three nights ago — who, who, who.

She opened her eyes.

“I am going to walk out of this room now,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I am not, when I leave this room, going to come back at six and pretend I did not hear you. I heard you.”

“Yes.”

“I am also not going to do anything about it. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Not next week.”

“Yes.”

“Tell me you understand me, Adrian.”

“I understand you.”

She stood up.

He did not stand. He kept his hands on the legal pad. He kept his face, somehow, composed, and only the small muscle at the corner of his jaw was moving, and he looked across the empty oval table at her with the gray-blue eyes — gray, blue, like weather that hadn’t picked which it would be — and he said, softly, almost to himself, “I will be here when you are ready, if you are ever ready, and I will not, if you are never ready, ever say this to you again. Go home, Ellie. Go home to your husband.”

“Goodbye, Adrian.”

She walked out of the room.

She walked down the long quiet hallway in the gold afternoon bars of light. She walked past Priya’s cube. She did not look at Priya. Priya did not look at her. She got her bag. She walked to the elevator. She rode down to the parking garage. She got in her car and sat in the driver’s seat with both her hands on the steering wheel and her forehead against the cool plastic, the keys still in the bottom of her bag. She did not, for fifteen minutes, move.

She did not cry.

She did not move.

When she finally drove home, she drove with the windows down, and she did not turn on the radio.

Thomas was on the couch.

He was on the couch with the lamp on, the book closed on the cushion beside him, his hands folded on his stomach. When she came in, he was looking at the small framed photograph on the bookshelf across the room — the photograph of the two of them at her cousin’s wedding in Bloomington four years ago. She was laughing in it, head tipped back. His arms were around her waist from behind. He was looking at her, in the photograph, not at the camera.

He turned his head when she came in.

He did not stand.

He looked at her for a long minute.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Sit down, baby.”

She sat down. She sat down across from him, on the chair, not on the couch. She set her bag on the floor. She folded her hands in her lap.

He looked at her.

“There was a man at the door this morning after you left,” he said quietly. “He had a feather. He had a card. He left both of them on the welcome mat. The card had your name on it. The feather was a small white one.”

She closed her eyes.

“Open them, baby. Look at me.”

She opened her eyes.

“The card said thank you. That was all it said. There was no signature. Ellie — Ellie, listen to me. I am not going to ask you whose. I am not going to ask you what for. I am going to tell you what I am asking, and then I am going to wait, and you can take a long time.”

“Okay.”

“Are you in love with someone else.”

The air handler had nothing in it. The fan above the bedroom did not, from this room, sound. The Austin street outside the window was a long quiet street of summer light. The cardinal in the magnolia by the window made a single careful sound.

She did not let herself lie.

But she did not, also, let herself give him the whole answer.

“Thomas,” she said, quietly, “I am in trouble.”

He nodded.

He nodded as if she had told him exactly the thing he had expected to hear, and he set his hands down on his knees, and he looked at her for a long minute, and he said, very gently:

“Then we’re going to get you out.”

She started to cry.

She cried hard and ugly, in the chair, with her hands over her face. Thomas got up. He came across the small living room. He knelt down in front of her chair on his bare feet on the rug. He took her hands away from her face, gently, and held them in his own big warm hands at her knees. He leaned his forehead against hers. He held her.

“Whatever it is, Ellie,” he said. “Whatever it is. Whatever you have done. Whatever you are doing. Whatever is going to happen. Whatever it is. I am here. I am not asking. I am going to wait. Tell me when you can. Tell me only what you can. I am not going anywhere. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

“Say it back.”

“I understand you.”

“I love you, Ellie.”

“I love you, Thomas.”

“Good.”

He held her on the rug for a long time.

She did not, that night, sleep.

She lay in their bed, in the dark, with her cheek between his shoulder blades, her arm around his ribs, the small white feather under her pillow. She did not let herself close her eyes. The music of the silver forest came up behind her eyes anyway. The gold light of the clearing came up behind her eyes anyway. The cool gray-blue eyes of a man at a long oval table came up behind her eyes anyway. The high female voice of who, who, who came up behind her eyes anyway. The dark honey eyes of a demigod sharpening a bronze knife in a labyrinth came up, very last, quietly, behind her eyes —

— and Ellie, deliberately, opened her eyes.

She looked at the ceiling. She watched the fan. She counted the blades. One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four.

She got through to morning.






Chapter 12 — The Sun

Friday she did not go to work.

She emailed Adrian at five-thirty in the morning. She wrote: I am taking the day. I am taking tomorrow. I will see you Monday. He answered at five thirty-three: Yes.

Thomas did not go to work either.

He made breakfast. He brought it to her in bed, on a tray, with a small white pitcher of orange juice and a single sprig of mint from the little terra-cotta pot on the kitchen window. He sat on the edge of the bed beside her with his back against the headboard while she ate. He did not, the entire morning, ask her any questions. He read his book. He brought her more coffee at ten. He drew a bath for her at eleven and put a towel on the radiator to warm. He put the lavender sachet from the bedside lamp into the bathwater. He did not, for the entire morning, leave the apartment.

She lay in the warm water with her eyes closed and her hair floating around her face. She felt the warm corner of her mouth where Apollo had set his mouth. The warm hollow of her palm where she had set her hand on Lykaios’s neck. The long slow weight of Thomas’s arm at her ribs in the dark morning. And, somewhere a long way inside herself, the old cold place beneath her sternum that had been there for a year before Adrian’s email and before the first dream of the meadow. She let her hand drift down, in the warm water, to the small thin tattoo of a single bird on her left hipbone, and she pressed her thumb over it.

Birds get to leave.

She got out of the bath at noon.

She and Thomas had grilled cheese for lunch on the back porch. The cardinal was in the magnolia again. Thomas told her a long warm story about the time he and his oldest sister had rolled a watermelon down a hill in Indiana when they were nine and ten — they had broken a screen door at the bottom and spent an entire summer paying their grandmother back from their allowance. Ellie laughed.

She did not, for an entire afternoon, think about the silver forest.

At three o’clock she said, into the quiet of the porch, “Thomas. I want to take a nap.”

“All right, baby.”

“Will you wake me up at five.”

“I will wake you up at five.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

She lay down in their bed. She put the white feather on the nightstand. She did not put it under her pillow. She looked at it on the nightstand, and she thought, deliberately, take me to the clearing. Apollo. Take me to the clearing. I am coming.

She slept.

She did not go to the meadow. She did not go to the cypresses. She did not go to the silver forest path.

She woke up — in the dream, in the way you wake up inside a dream — in the gold-warm grass of the clearing.

The sun was high. The penny-colored leaves overhead were not, this time, in long gold bars on the grass — they were everywhere, a warm gold dapple over every inch of the small round meadow. The spring at the corner was singing. The white deer at the edge of the trees were lying down. Apollo was sitting in the grass with his lyre across his lap, his head bent over the strings, and when she opened her eyes he had been expecting her.

She sat up.

“Ellie.”

“Apollo.”

“You are early.”

“Yes.”

“You did not, today, sleep.”

“No.”

He set the lyre down. He came across the grass to her. He knelt down beside her and set his warm palm at the side of her jaw the way he had at the lake. His thumb rested, this time, at the small pulse below her ear — the unmarked ear, the side that was hers and only hers. He looked at her for a long minute, and he said, softly:

“I told you that next time, I would not let you go.”

“I remember.”

“Tell me, before anything else, that you have come on purpose.”

“I have come on purpose.”

“Tell me, before anything else, that you understand what I am, and that you have come anyway.”

“I understand what you are. I have come anyway.”

“Tell me, before anything else, that you understand that this — this — will not, by itself, save you. He will know. She will know. He will rage. She will rage. I cannot stop them. The only thing I can do is meet them in the field. Do you understand.”

“I understand.”

“Tell me, finally, that you want me.”

She said, softly, into the gold-dapple of the clearing, into his warm palm at her jaw, into the private space that was the inside of her own closed eyelids: “I want you, Apollo.”

He kissed her.

He kissed her the way he had not kissed her at the lake — without the careful pulling-back at the end. He kissed her with his hand at the side of her jaw and his arm sliding around her back and his warm mouth catching the small gasp at the back of her throat — the breath she had been holding for nineteen days.

The gold dapple on the grass got brighter.

He laid her down in the grass.

The grass was warm. The light was warm. His hands were warm, and his hands knew, somehow, all the small hidden places her body had been forgetting to be — the hot place under her ear where Zeus had set his teeth, the inside of her wrist where the cut had been, the hollow at the small of her back, the top of her left hipbone where the small bird tattoo was — and he set his warm mouth on each of those places, in turn, slowly, with the patience of a man who was not, in this clearing, in any kind of hurry.

She did not, for a long time, do anything but let him.

Then her own hands remembered, slowly, that they had hands.

She unbound the gold pin at his right shoulder. She unwrapped the pale yellow cloth. She set her hands against the long warm wheat-colored line of his chest, the line of his stomach, the long line of his back. The small dust of gold along his collarbone came off, faintly, on her fingers, and she laughed once, quietly, into his shoulder — the way you laugh when a thing you had not expected to be true turns out, gently, to be true.

He laughed too.

He laughed against the side of her throat — the unmarked side, only, always. He set his teeth, briefly, at the small place just below her ear on the bare side, the side that was hers and only hers. He set there a small new mark — the gold of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon. The mark settled, immediately, on her skin. Her skin took it the way warm skin takes the warmth of a hand laid against it. She did not, this time, want to tell anyone to stop.

He did not stop.

He moved down the long warm line of her body the way a man moves who has been waiting to. He set his mouth at her sternum, at the soft skin between her breasts, at the small bird at her hipbone. He pulled her jeans down off her thighs in the warm gold-dapple, and her underwear with them. The grass was warm against her bare skin. It was the first time in five years she had been naked in front of any man other than Thomas.

He put his mouth on her cunt.

He ate her slowly, with the patience of a god who had been waiting nineteen days to taste her. His tongue moved on her clit in long, deliberate strokes, and when he pushed two long gold-dusted fingers up into her, slow, knuckle deep, she heard her own voice — far away, in the warm grass — break.

“Apollo —”

“Yes, mortal woman. Come.”

She came on his tongue with a cardinal singing somewhere far away, and she came with a small surprised sound — the sound of a woman finding out, at twenty-seven, that she had been built for exactly this. She came hard. She came soaking his fingers, his mouth, his gold-dusted jaw. She was still coming when he came up the long line of her body, his cock heavy and hot against her hip, the gold-dust of his collarbone catching the dapple, and he set his mouth at her ear.

“You taste,” he said, low, against her skin, “the way I knew you would.”

He pushed his cock into her slowly. The stretch of him — the long thick gold-dusted length of him — filled her cunt past what she had thought, in five years of marriage, she could take. She arched in the grass. She set her hands at his ribs. She came again — quietly, this time, eyes closed, the gold-dapple moving on her closed eyelids — while he was still pushing in.

“Gods, mortal woman. You are coming on me already.”

“Yes — yes —”

“Tell me what you want.”

“All of it. Apollo — all of it —”

He gave it to her. He fucked her in the grass slowly at first, then harder — his hand under the small of her back lifting her hips up to meet his thrusts, his cock dragging at every nerve she had not known she had, his mouth at her throat, at her breast, at the small flush above her sternum. She wrapped her legs around his back. She begged him in sounds without words. She came a third time when his thumb found the small hollow under her sternum and pressed, and a fourth, screaming his name into the warm grass, when he came inside her — slow and deep — and the gold-warm flood of him pulsing inside her cunt was, for a long count, the only thing in the warm grass.

Time in the clearing was not the time of clocks.

What happened in the clearing, on the warm grass, in the gold dapple of the leaves, with the spring singing at the corner and the white deer at the edge of the trees and the music of the silver forest faintly beginning, by itself, somewhere in the trunks of the pale silver-bark trees, was not the kind of thing that wanted to be hurried, and neither of them hurried it. It was the kind of fucking the body of a woman who had spent a year being held carefully in warm bathwater is given, very rarely, in a lifetime — the kind of thing in which you remember, slowly and then all at once, that you have a body, and that the body is not, after all, the warm bath, but the woman who is being washed.

She remembered.

She remembered the bird on her hipbone, the smell of woodsmoke at the back of a Hill Country tasting room, the warm chin of a great white bull pressed to the inside of her thigh in a meadow at the beginning of a story, the long soft cream-mane neck of a young centaur under the flat of her own palm, the warm hollow of her own breath under Thomas’s jaw at three in the morning. She remembered all of it. None of it was, in the gold dapple of the clearing, against her. All of it was the room she had been keeping shut, opening at the slightest pressure.

Apollo set his forehead against hers, eventually, in the grass.

He breathed against her mouth, Ellie.

She breathed against his mouth, Apollo.

Above them, somewhere very far above the penny-colored leaves and the gold-warm air of the clearing — somewhere in the sky over the marble pavilion and the wrong-colored sea and the labyrinth’s high black wall and the meadow with the herd of bulls — there was a single low rumble of thunder.

It was not the thunder of a storm.

It was the thunder of a man finding out that a thing has happened that was not, in his house, supposed to be allowed to happen.

Apollo lifted his head.

He looked at her in the gold dapple of the clearing.

“Now,” he said, almost amused, almost sad, almost relieved, “it begins.”

A second rumble. Closer.

“Will you be all right,” she said.

He smiled.

“For tonight, I will be more than all right. For tomorrow we will see. Ellie — go home now. Go home and wake up. He will not, for a few hours, be able to come for you. He will be too angry. By morning he will have come back to himself enough to know where you sleep. By then, you must be already with your husband. Do you understand.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

He kissed her one more time. The kiss was the kiss of a man saying goodbye, briefly, to a thing he intended very much to come back to.

Then he sat up, and he picked up the lyre, and he lifted his head to the trees and the deer and the spring and he said, in a voice that was not entirely his easy voice, “Up, friends. Up. We are going to be needed.”

The deer at the edge of the trees stood. The spring at the corner went very quiet. The penny-colored leaves overhead moved, all at once, in a wind that was not coming from the trees but from somewhere far above the trees.

Apollo raised his hand to her.

“Wake up, Ellie. Now.”

She woke up.

The clock said 4:58.

Thomas was at the bedroom door with two cups of coffee in his hands.

“Hey, baby.” He smiled. “I was just about to wake you. Five o’clock, like you said.”

She sat up.

The white feather was no longer on the nightstand.

The white feather was on the pillow beside her own — on Thomas’s pillow, where he had been earlier in the day. It was glowing faintly, the soft gold of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon. Thomas, with his back to the bed, was setting the two cups down on the dresser. He had not, somehow, looked at the bed.

She put her hand over the feather.

Her hand was hot.

The mark Apollo had set on the other side of her throat — the warm gold mark just below her ear — was, she could feel, glowing under her hair.

She got up. She walked, on bare feet, very quickly, to the bathroom. She closed the door. She turned on the light. She looked in the mirror.

The mark was there. The new mark was a warm gold, the way the inside of a wheat field is gold at the end of an afternoon, and it was on the unmarked side, and the mark on the other side — Zeus’s mark, the dark mark, the bruise-mark — was, for the first time in two weeks, not warm. It was still there. It was still a mark. It was the dark color of a healed bruise. But it was not warm.

It was not glowing either.

Outside, far away, but coming closer, there was a very low sound she could not, at first, place.

It was thunder.

It was real thunder. It was the thunder of an actual storm cell gathering over central Texas in the warm late afternoon of a clear summer Friday, on which there was not, by any forecast, any storm.

It was rolling in fast.

She stood at the bathroom mirror with her hand over the warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat, and she watched her own face in the mirror, and she watched her own face change.

It was not, yet, fear.

It was not, yet, joy.

It was not, yet, regret.

It was the face of a woman at the beginning of a war.

She turned off the bathroom light. She walked back to the bedroom. Thomas was in the doorway with the two cups of coffee, and he was looking, faintly, at the window, where the late afternoon sun was, very fast, going an odd hot yellow on the magnolia outside.

“Storm,” he said, easily. “Where did that come from.”

“I don’t know,” she said softly.

She crossed the room. She took the coffee from him. She set it down on the bedside table. She put both her arms around his ribs. She fitted her face into the hollow under his jaw.

“I love you, Thomas.”

“I love you too, baby.”

The thunder rolled, closer.

She held on.




PART TWO — THE OTHER






Chapter 13 — Storm Cell

The storm did not break.

It rolled in over the Hill Country at 5:14 on Friday afternoon — Ellie watched the National Weather Service map flicker red on Thomas’s phone — and it sat over the central Austin grid like something tethered. By six, Travis County was at thirty thousand homes without power. By seven, fifty thousand. By eight, the cardinal in the magnolia outside the bedroom window had stopped singing. The rain had stopped sounding like rain and started sounding like a single steady industrial pressure on the roof tiles. Thomas had lit a candle on the kitchen island.

The lights in their unit did not, for some reason, go out.

The rest of their building did. The lights at the end of the block did. The lights across the river, when she went to the front window and looked, were a long dim absence, with only the white headlights of a single slow-moving city truck moving down Lavaca like a trawler in fog. The lights in their unit, in the apartment of the woman who had a warm gold mark below her ear, on the unmarked side, on the side that was hers and only hers — those lights stayed on.

“Lucky,” Thomas said, easily, lighting a candle anyway because it was nice with a candle.

“Yes,” she said, quietly.

The thunder did not stop and did not, for the four hours she sat with him on the couch, get any closer than it had been at 5:14. It walked around the apartment building. She could hear it on the south side. She could hear it on the east side. She could hear it, eventually, when she got up at ten to brush her teeth, from the bathroom skylight, on the north side. She brushed her teeth slowly. She did not look up at the skylight.

The mirror over the bathroom sink was a flat black square in the candlelight from the kitchen.

She did not look at her reflection.

She lay down in bed with Thomas. He fell asleep in ninety seconds, the way he always did, the way she had loved for three years of marriage. She did not, for the first hour, allow herself to close her eyes.

The thunder kept walking.

It did one slow lap around the building. It did a second. On the third lap, just as it was passing the bedroom window, she heard, mixed in with the ordinary low rolling rumble, a single distinct syllable that was not in any language, and was not exactly sound — more the impression of a sound, in a register lower than the air could carry.

The syllable was Ellie.

She closed her eyes very hard.

She did not sleep.

She lay in the dark with Thomas’s slow long warm breath at the back of her neck and her own heart bashing the inside of her ribs, and she said, in her head, deliberately, over and over, I am not coming. I am not coming tonight. I am here. I am at home with my husband. I am not coming. I am not coming tonight.

She did not, finally, sleep until almost four.

When she did, she did not dream.

She did not dream all of Saturday morning. She woke at nine to the smell of coffee. Thomas was at the stove. The storm was still on, gentler now, the steady pressure on the roof reduced to the polite drumming of an ordinary heavy rain. The news on his phone was full of a freak unpredicted central-Texas cell — meteorologists standing in front of radar maps and shaking their heads in a way that read, on the screen, as we do not know, we cannot explain, we have not seen this kind of organized cell sit on a single grid for fourteen hours. Thomas sat down on the bed and handed her a cup of coffee. “Crazy weather.”

“Yes.”

“You sleep?”

“Eventually.”

“You’re going to sleep again later.”

“All right.”

He kissed her forehead. He said, “I’m going to go find batteries before the stores get crazy. The lights are going to go out in this place eventually. I’ll be back in an hour.”

“All right.”

She was not going to be alone in the apartment.

She was not going to be alone in the apartment with the thunder and the dark mirrors and the fact of a syllable that was her name in a register the air could not carry.

“Thomas.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll come with you.”

He looked at her. He did not ask why. He smiled.

“Get dressed, baby.”

She got dressed. They drove out together into the rain. They drove to the hardware store on West Lynn. They bought batteries. They bought a small camp stove. They bought a flashlight Thomas had wanted for two years and had been unable to justify. They bought, on impulse, a bag of marshmallows. They drove back through the rain laughing at how cheerful they were managing to be in a city that was, by lunchtime, going to be without power for the second day running. Ellie held the bag of marshmallows in her lap and looked out the window at the long matte-silver river and tried, very hard, not to think about anything.

The thunder did not, in the car, follow them.

That was the first thing she noticed.

The thunder had been on her since she had turned off the bathroom light at five fifteen on Friday afternoon — outside the apartment, around the apartment, walking the apartment building like a person looking for a window that was open — and the moment she had stepped out the front door of the building with Thomas, the thunder had stopped. Or — not stopped. Withdrawn. The storm was still around her, but its active intent had gone somewhere else. The storm in her ear was just weather again.

They drove home.

They got out of the car.

She stood for one full half-second in the apartment’s small parking lot in the rain, with Thomas already at the front door of the building with the bag of batteries in his hand, and she heard, from the south, very distinct, the low rumble of the thunder picking her up again the moment her foot left the running board of the car.

She walked to the door very fast.

She did not look back.

That night, after Thomas had grilled them quesadillas on the new camp stove and they had eaten the marshmallows toasted on the gas range, and after he had finally fallen asleep at eleven on the couch in the candlelight, she sat at the kitchen island in her grandmother’s bracelet with the white feather closed in her right fist. She opened the small laptop in front of her and typed into the search bar a sentence she had been writing in her head, in pieces, since the moment she had turned off the bathroom light the day before.

She typed: what does it mean when the same name is in your head for fourteen hours.

She read four bad articles.

She closed the laptop.

She got up.

She went, quietly, to the bedroom mirror.

She did not turn on the light.

She stood in front of the bedroom mirror in the dim flicker of the candle in the kitchen, and she looked at her own face in the dim glass, and she said, softly, very politely, the way you say a thing in your head to a person you have just realized is in the room behind you, “I am not yours.”

The candle in the kitchen flickered.

The bedroom mirror flickered.

She held herself perfectly still.

Behind her own face in the mirror, faintly, for half a heartbeat, there was a second face — a face that was the face of a man who was not a man, with the bull eyes, with the ancient mouth, with the long line of the jaw she had set her hand against in the marble pavilion three weeks earlier — and the face was looking, not at her, but at the warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat.

The face was not angry, this time.

The face was something worse.

It was the face of a man who had just been told a thing he had thought was not, in his house, allowed to happen.

It was the face of a man who was, now, deciding what to do.

She did not move. She didn’t drop her eyes.

“I am not yours,” she said again, quietly. “I am not yours, and I never agreed to be. You came into my dreams uninvited. I let you in once. I am not yours.”

The face did not answer.

The face did not, for what was perhaps three seconds, change.

Then the face was simply gone. The bedroom mirror was the bedroom mirror. The candle in the hall stopped flickering. Ellie’s own breath was the only breath in the bedroom. Very far off, on the south side of the apartment building, the thunder rolled, once, on its way past — and then was, finally, gone.

She stood at the bedroom mirror for one more long minute.

Then she went to the kitchen. She ran the cold water in the sink. She drank a glass. She turned off the candle.

She climbed under the throw blanket with Thomas on the couch. She fitted her face into the hollow under his jaw. She closed her eyes. Somewhere, faintly, very far away, behind a door she had not, since Friday afternoon, allowed herself to look at — somewhere in the gold dapple of a clearing in a forest that did not exist — she heard, briefly, the first three notes of a melody.

She closed her hand tight around the white feather.

She slept, finally, the rest of the night.






Chapter 14 — The Deck

By Monday morning the power was back on across the city. Trees on Mopac were down in three places. Two of the bridges were closed. The marketing director of Halcyon Hotels had sent the firm a personal email at 6:45 a.m. with the subject line we cannot stop thinking about this campaign.

By eight Ellie was at her desk.

By eight-fifteen Adrian was at her cube.

He stood at the corner of it. He did not lean on the cube or sit on the small visitor stool. He kept his hands in the pockets of his charcoal trousers, and his face held the careful, composed expression he’d worn across the long oval table on Thursday afternoon. He looked at her — only briefly, as one looks at a colleague when one knows one cannot afford to look at her any other way — and he said, “Ellie.”

“Adrian.”

“Halcyon want a follow-up. Friday. Their CMO wants you in particular. Will that be possible.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

He held her eyes for a half-second longer than the meeting required.

In the half-second she felt — under the green silk of the blouse, at the small place under her own ear where the warm bruise of the god of arrows had not yet, on Monday morning at eight-fifteen, faded — the bruise pulse, briefly, warm.

Adrian Hale, on the other side of the cube wall, did not look at the underside of her throat.

He looked at her eyes.

He said nothing about the bruise. He did not, in the half-second, let his face show that it had registered the bruise. The careful professional restraint of a man who had, for three weeks, been her boss and not her boss held — exactly — for one more half-second.

Then he nodded, once, and walked back to his office.

She let her shoulders down a quarter inch and turned back to her monitor.

The first email that loaded was from the senior partner.

Subject: Concerning matter — please come up to my office at 10. Bring your pitch documents. — Bill

She read the email twice.

She closed the email.

She stood up. She went to the kitchen. She washed her hands at the sink. She came back to her desk. She picked up the manila folder that held the printed Halcyon deck and the printed brief and her hand-marked early drafts, and she walked to the elevator.

Priya saw her from three cubes over. She stood up, put down whatever she had been holding, and followed her to the elevator without, in the moment, asking why.

In the elevator Priya said, “What.”

“I don’t know yet.”

“What did the email say.”

“Bill wants me upstairs at ten with the deck.”

Priya’s face tightened.

“Ellie.”

“Don’t.”

“Ellie, that woman has been in his office twice this morning.”

“What.”

“Twice. I saw her come out of his office at seven-fifty when I came up. I saw her go in again at eight-thirty. She had a thumb drive in her hand. Ellie — Ellie, listen to me. Whatever she is going to put in front of him at ten, you tell him the truth. Do not, under any circumstances, walk in there trying to be diplomatic. That is what she is counting on.”

The elevator pinged.

The elevator went up.

At ten Ellie walked into Bill’s office.

Bill was the senior managing partner. Bill was sixty-four, tall, white-haired, kind in the way of older men who have been running things for so long they have forgotten what kindness looks like under pressure. He stood up from behind his desk when she came in, which was a thing he did for clients and partners and not, generally, for strategists at her level. The fact that he stood up made the small hairs at the back of her neck stand up.

Camille was sitting in one of the chairs in front of his desk.

Adrian was sitting in the other.

There was a third chair, between them, empty, that had been pulled out from the conference table at the side of the office.

“Ellie, sit down, please,” said Bill, gently.

She sat down.

The third chair put her between Adrian and Camille, and she did not, for a single second, look at either of their faces.

“Ellie,” said Bill. “I’d like to start by saying that this firm thinks very highly of the work you did on Halcyon. I want you to know that whatever happens in the next twenty minutes, we’re not going to let it touch what got won last week. You did extraordinary work. We’re proud of you.”

“Thank you, Bill.”

“Now. Camille has brought me a concern this morning. I have spent the last hour trying to make sure I understand the concern correctly. I would like, in this room, with all of us here, for Camille to put the concern to you directly so we can get it on the table. Camille.”

Camille turned, in her chair, toward Ellie.

Camille was, this morning, not in the pale-pink cashmere sweater. She was in a charcoal blazer over a white silk blouse — a blazer that was almost, but not quite, the same color and weight as Adrian’s. She had her hair down. She had her face in the small composed apologetic thing of a woman who has been cornered into a difficult professional duty.

“Ellie,” she said softly.

“Camille.”

“This is not something I wanted to do this morning. I want you to know that. I considered it for the entire weekend and I came in this morning and I sat with Bill for forty-five minutes and I asked him not to do this. Bill — Bill said we needed to have it out. So I am going to.”

“Okay.”

Camille opened the small leather folio on her lap.

Camille slid a printed document across the small table to Ellie.

Ellie looked down at it.

It was a deck.

It was Camille’s old Halcyon brief — the document Camille had built six months ago, when Phil had been the head of strategy, before Adrian had been hired, before the pitch had been won. It was three slides long. It was the document Ellie had glanced at on her first Tuesday with Adrian and had — at his instruction — set aside.

The third slide of the deck had a single sentence in pale gray Helvetica at the bottom of the page.

The sentence was: we do not promise you peace; we promise you the right to disappear.

Ellie read it.

She read it again.

She felt the small hairs at the back of her neck go up.

She read it a third time.

She put the deck down on the small table.

She looked up at Bill. She did not look at Camille. She did not look at Adrian. She looked across the desk at Bill, who was watching her with the careful patient face of a man who had made up his mind one way or the other long before she had walked into the room.

“Bill,” she said quietly. “That sentence is not in this document.”

“What.”

“That sentence in pale gray Helvetica at the bottom of slide three is not in this document.”

Camille’s face did a tiny thing.

“Ellie —”

“Camille. It isn’t in the document. The original has a slide three with five bullets. The fifth bullet says experiential luxury for the discreet traveler. I read this document on my first Tuesday with Adrian. He asked me to read it specifically because he wanted me to understand the thing he was going to ask me to throw away. That sentence was added to that document at some point in the last three weeks.”

Bill looked at Camille.

Camille’s face went briefly blank.

Then Camille’s face composed itself and Camille said, smoothly, “Ellie, I am — I am so sorry that you remember it that way. I have the original file. Bill, I can pull up the file metadata if it would be helpful. The document is in our shared drive and it has not been edited since I put it there in February.”

“All right,” said Bill. “Pull it up.”

Camille opened her laptop on the small table, turned it so they could all see, brought up the shared drive, and double-clicked the document.

The document opened.

The third slide of the document had a single sentence in pale gray Helvetica at the bottom of the page that said we do not promise you peace; we promise you the right to disappear.

The metadata in the corner said: last edited Feb 14.

There was a long silence.

Bill looked at Ellie.

Bill’s face was very kind — the kind of kindness that wasn’t kindness at all. Bill said, gently, “Ellie, I have to ask. I have to. Did you, at any point, see this document before you wrote your version of the central campaign idea.”

She closed her eyes.

The cold place beneath her sternum where her certainty about the world used to live went a little colder. She heard, faintly, somewhere behind the cold place, a single small piece of music — three notes, four — the music of the silver forest. Behind the music, a single low female syllable in a register the air did not carry — who. Behind that, a single very low male voice, the voice of a man at a long oval table, saying: I will be here when you are ready.

She opened her eyes.

“I saw the document,” she said, evenly. “I saw it on my first Tuesday with Adrian. I read it. The sentence about disappearing was not in it. I do not know who put that sentence in the file in the last three weeks. I would like to ask the IT team to pull the version history of that file. The shared drive keeps version history. You can see who edited what and when. I am happy to wait.”

Camille’s face did the small tightening again.

The tightening was of the muscle at the corner of her left eye that you would not have caught if you were not, by now, an animal that had been cataloguing this woman’s fast tightenings for three weeks.

Adrian — beside her, in the chair she had not been letting herself look at — allowed the corner of his mouth to move a fraction of an inch upward.

Bill looked at Camille.

Bill said, softly, “Camille. The version history.”

“Bill —”

“Camille.”

Camille looked at Bill.

Camille, slowly, closed her laptop.

Bill looked at Camille for a long time.

Then Bill picked up his desk phone and dialed three numbers and said, into the receiver, “Mary. Send Henry up to my office, please, with admin access to the shared drive. Right now.”

He hung up.

He looked at Ellie.

His face was no longer the kind face.

His face was a face Ellie had not seen on Bill before — the face of a man who had been angry, on her behalf, for the past five minutes, without anyone else in the room having noticed that he had been.

“Ellie,” he said, gently. “Take a walk. Get a coffee. Come back in twenty minutes. Camille and I are going to have a separate conversation. Adrian, you stay.”

“Yes, Bill.”

She stood up. She picked up the manila folder. She walked, on legs that did not feel attached to her hips, out of his office, down the hall, into the elevator, down to the eighth floor, and back to her cube.

Priya was at her cube.

Priya was, this time, sitting in Ellie’s chair.

Priya looked at her face when she came in. She did not say anything. She stood up and put both her arms around Ellie, and Ellie put her face in Priya’s shoulder. She didn’t cry, but she did stand there with the manila folder in her right hand and a small rapid private tremor in the bones at the base of her spine. She did breathe. Priya rubbed the back of her shoulder blades with one warm hand. “What happened.”

“She tried to take the line.”

“What.”

“She tried to take the line. She had me read a planted document. She edited the file in the shared drive. She had Bill in her office twice this morning. Bill is having IT pull the version history right now.”

Priya pulled back.

Priya looked at her.

Priya said, in a voice Ellie had not heard Priya use before, “She is not going to work here a week from now.”

“Priya —”

“She is not going to work here a week from now, Ellie. He may be a kindly old man but he is not, when it comes to the work, a stupid one. She has miscalculated. Sit down. Drink some water. I am going to make you a cup of tea.”

Ellie sat down.

Priya brought her tea.

At ten thirty-seven Adrian appeared at her cube.

He did not stand at the corner of it. He came in. He sat down on the small visitor stool. He set his hands on his knees. He looked at her for a long time, and the careful composed thing was not, this time, on his face. The thing on his face was an open, simple, undisguised relief.

“You all right.”

“I think so.”

“They pulled the version history. The sentence was added Friday morning at four a.m. Camille’s machine. From her home wifi. They are walking her out.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

She closed her eyes.

She did not cry.

She did not, in the cube, cry.

She set her hand on the back of Adrian’s hand on his knee. She left it there for a count of three. Then she took her hand back, and she opened her eyes, and she said, softly, “Thank you.”

“For what.”

“For not, in that room, taking the credit yourself. For letting me be the one to call the bluff.”

“I had nothing to do with the bluff being called.”

“You had everything to do with my being the kind of person, in three weeks, who was the one to call it.”

He looked at her for a long minute.

Then he stood up. He set both his hands in his pockets. He looked, for a half second, like he wanted to say a thing he was not allowed to say.

He didn’t say it.

He said, instead, quietly, “Halcyon Friday. Conference room A at noon. Wear the green blouse.”

Then he walked back to his office.

She put her face in her hands at her own desk for a very long time.

When she finally looked up, Priya, three cubes over, did not turn around. Priya was — Ellie realized — pretending, carefully, not to be looking at her.

Priya’s shoulders, under her cardigan, were shaking.

Priya was laughing.

After a long minute Priya turned around in her chair, took one look at Ellie’s face, and said, with the fast affection of a sister, “Get up, Ellie. We’re getting brunch. It is 10:51. They are walking that woman out of this building right now. I am buying you a mimosa.”

Ellie got up.

She got brunch.

She had a mimosa.

She did not, for the first time in three weeks, look at her phone for two whole hours.

The mimosa was wonderful.

That night, when she went home, Thomas was on the couch.

She told him about the meeting. She did not tell him about the rest. He laughed at the part about the version history. He said, with a kind of real awe in his voice, “Baby. Baby. You took her down.”

“I didn’t. Bill did.”

“You set it up so he could.”

“Adrian set it up so Bill could.”

“You held your nerve in that chair, Ellie. Do not tell me you didn’t. Look at me. Ellie. You held your nerve in that chair.”

“All right.”

“Do you know how proud I am of you right now.”

“Yes.”

“Come here.”

She came over.

He held her on the couch for a long time. She breathed against his shoulder. She closed her eyes. She let herself, for one long minute, be the woman she had been at twenty-five — the woman in the Bloomington bar, the woman in the wedding photograph on the bookshelf, the woman who had not yet, on any given night, been turned by a god in a dream.

Then, finally, gently, she got up.

“I’m going to bed early,” she said.

“All right, baby.”

“Will you stay up a while.”

“I will stay up a while.”

“Will you come to bed at midnight.”

“I will come to bed at midnight.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

She lay in their dark bedroom alone with the small white feather in her right fist and the warm gold mark on the bare side of her throat, and she closed her eyes, and she said, in her head, deliberately: not the meadow tonight. Not the cypresses. Not the silver forest. Not the clearing. I want to talk to him.

She did not name him aloud.

She did not, even in her head, name him outright.

She thought she did not need to.

She slept.

She did not go to the meadow, the cypresses, or the silver forest. She went to the edge of it.

She went to the place where the silver-pale trees began, at the end of the path that ran around the back of the cypresses — the path the Vintner had shown her, three weeks earlier, on the night she had walked into the gold light for the first time — and she stood there, in the silver mist at her knees, with the white feather warm in her closed fist and the warm gold mark warm on the other side of her throat, and she waited.

He came.

He did not come, this time, from inside the silver forest.

He came from the meadow side, walking out of the cypresses on his bare brown enormous feet, the lion-pelt thrown over his shoulder, the bronze knife in his right hand, the dead lion’s jaws hanging beside his cheek. When he came up to her at the edge of the trees and stopped, his face had the careful blankness of a man who had been on the other end of a bad order for some time.

“You called for me,” he said.

“Yes.”

“That was not, mortal woman, a smart thing.”

“No.”

“Do it again.”

“Why.”

“Because nobody, in four thousand years, has called for me.”

She looked at him.

She had walked into a labyrinth four nights ago, her hand in a feather, expecting to be eaten. He had let her go with the smallest, tiredest, most bitter half-smile at the corner of his mouth. Now, here he was, in the silver-pale trees, at the edge of the only place in this world that was supposed to be hers and only hers — because she had not, even in her head, named anyone but him.

“Hercules.”

“Yes.”

“Sit down with me.”

“What.”

“Sit down with me. There. On that stone.”

He looked at her for a long minute.

He went to the stone. He sat down, slowly, on the low silver-bark stone at the edge of the path. The lion-pelt slid off his shoulder. He did not catch it. It lay at his feet on the silver mist.

She sat down across from him, on the warm earth, with her bare ankles tucked under her and her hands folded in her lap.

“What,” he said, quietly.

“Tell me about your wife,” she said.

The dark honey eyes flickered, closed, reopened.

“My what.”

“Your wife. Your mortal wife. The one I read about when I was eight years old.”

He looked at her for a very long minute.

He set the bronze knife down on the stone beside him. He set both his hands flat on his knees. He looked at her, and the dark honey of the eyes had a small flicker of grief in it for half a second, and then it was gone.

“Why.”

“Because I want to know who you are. Before you ruin me. I would like to know who you are.”

He looked at her for another long minute.

Then he told her.

He told her about a princess in a city he could no longer remember the name of. He told her about the children. He told her about the night Hera had come for him — not Hera in his head, Hera in his body, Hera laying her hand on the back of his skull and turning him, like a key in a lock, and putting in the wrong door — and he told her what he had done with his hands in that night, and how long he had been awake at the end of it standing at the edge of the room looking at what he had done, and what his god-cousin Apollo had said to him at sunrise to make him able, finally, to put the bow down. He told her about the labors that had come after. He told her about the Hydra and the apples and the lion he was wearing. He told her about Megara, by name, eventually, with no music in his voice, the way a man says the name of a person who is no longer alive enough to be said any other way. He told her about Deianira, who came after, who he had also lost. He told her, finally, about the four thousand years of being called a hero by people who had not, in their lives, ever needed to be one.

He stopped.

He said, “That is what you wanted to know.”

“Yes.”

“It does not change anything.”

“No.”

“She has tightened the orders, Ellie. I came tonight because you called. Not because she sent me. She does not, yet, know that you can call. She will, by tomorrow. By the next time she sends me, the orders will be one thing only, and the one thing will not, mortal woman, be a thing that I will be allowed to disobey. Do you understand me.”

“Yes.”

“I am telling you this once. I am telling you because you sat down with me. The next time I come for you, I will not come as a friend. I will come as a husband. Do you understand what I am saying.”

She held his eyes.

“Yes.”

“You will run.”

“All right.”

“You will run, Ellie. You will not, when I find you, sit down with me on the warm earth and ask me about my wife. You will run. If I have to chase you across the meadow to get to you, I may be slow enough that someone — your father-in-law in his pavilion, your golden one in his clearing — will have time to come for you before I am at your shoulder. If you do not run, there will be no time.”

“All right.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

He looked at her for a long time.

Then, slowly, he reached across the small space between them, and he set the broad warm flat of his enormous brown palm against the side of her cheek. He did not put it on her face the way the others had — Zeus’s fingers measuring the line of her jaw, Apollo’s thumb at the small pulse below the ear, Adrian’s knuckles a quarter inch from her cheekbone in the dark conference room. He set his palm against her cheek the way a man, very tired, sets his palm against the cheek of a small frightened animal he has been told to kill.

He held it there for one count of three.

The skin of his palm smelled like crushed grass and woodsmoke and the dust of a long road and a faint sweet old smell of myrrh.

He took the palm away.

He stood up.

He picked up the lion-pelt. He picked up the bronze knife. He set the pelt back over his shoulder. He looked down at her one more time.

“Run, mortal woman.”

“Run, Hercules.”

He walked back into the cypresses.

She watched him go.

When he was gone, she sat for a long time on the warm earth at the edge of the silver forest, with the white feather warm in her closed fist and the warm gold mark warm on the unmarked side of her throat, and behind her right ear, on the cheek, the warm shape of an enormous brown palm cooling slowly against her skin.

She woke up.

The clock said 4:46.

The warm shape of an enormous palm was still on her cheek when she touched it.

It cooled, slowly, over the next hour.

It was, she realized at five thirty as the first gray came to the bedroom window, the smell of crushed grass and woodsmoke and the dust of a long road and a faint sweet old smell of myrrh, on her skin.

She did not, that morning, wash her face.






Chapter 15 — The Quiet Week

For a week, nothing happened.

It was a strange peaceful week. It was the peace of a city the day after a bad storm has finally moved off the grid. The thunder had withdrawn. The mirrors had become mirrors. The fan above the bedroom went one, two, three, four. Camille had been walked out of the building on Monday at eleven. By Wednesday HR had announced, in the polite, evasive language of a firm that didn’t want to be sued, that Camille has decided to pursue other opportunities. The senior partners sent Ellie flowers. Bill himself stopped by her cube on Thursday morning to say he was sorry about the difficult Monday, and that the firm intended to make sure the next twelve months were a great deal better for her than the past five had been. He was awkward. He was sincere. He patted her shoulder twice, the way an older man pats the shoulder of a younger woman whose father he would have liked to know. Then he walked back to the elevator.

By Friday she had her promotion.

By Friday she had her own glass-walled office two doors down from Adrian’s.

By Friday she had a meeting on the books with the Halcyon CMO at noon. She walked the CMO and her two colleagues through the next eighteen months of campaign rollout while Adrian sat at the far end of the table and let her run the whole room without a single intervention. At the end of it the CMO stood up and shook Ellie’s hand with both her hands. We are very lucky to have found you. Behind the CMO’s shoulder, Adrian briefly closed his eyes the way a man does when he sets down something he’s been carrying for a long time.

By Friday night Thomas had taken her out to dinner to celebrate.

He had taken her out to a small Italian place on East Sixth that they had loved when they were first dating in Bloomington and had sometimes been able to afford. He had ordered the wine she liked. He had not, all evening, asked her any questions. He had told her a long warm story about his oldest sister — who was thinking of moving to Austin with her two-year-old, and how he had told his sister they would help her find a place. At the end of the meal he had reached across the small candlelit table and taken Ellie’s hand. He had set his thumb at the base of her ring finger, on the warm thin band.

“Whatever it is, baby. We’re getting through it.”

“Yes, Thomas.”

“You love me.”

“I love you.”

“That is, in my book, the only fact that I require.”

“Yes.”

He paid the bill. They walked home through the warm Friday night. The river was a long matte ribbon. The bridge lamps were pale yellow. Thomas held her hand the whole way home.

She did not, all that week, dream.

She did not see Zeus in the kitchen mirror, or the marble pavilion, the clearing, the labyrinth, the silver forest, the meadow.

She did not, for a single one of those seven nights, hold the white feather in her closed fist.

She set the feather, on Sunday night, in a small white china dish on the bedside table. She covered the dish with a small flat ceramic lid her grandmother had given her for her wedding. She did not, for seven days, take the lid off.

The mark on the unmarked side of her throat did not, for seven days, fade.

The dark mark on the marked side did not, for seven days, fade either.

The skin of her cheek where Hercules had set his palm did not, for seven days, fade.

She did not, all that week, look in the mirror longer than she needed to.

By Saturday morning the air in the city had a small still quality that Ellie had not, for three weeks, allowed herself to recognize. It was held still — the way a held breath is held.

She knew, by Saturday night, that the held breath was going to be let out.

She did not know, on Saturday night, by whom.

She did know, on Saturday night, lying in her dark bedroom with Thomas’s slow long warm breath at the back of her neck, that whichever one of them let it out first — Zeus on his beach, Apollo in his clearing, Hercules at his stone, Hera in her cold east wind — the rest of the war would come fast.

She did not ask anyone to come for her.

She did not ask anyone to stay away.

She lay in her dark bedroom and she breathed, in for four and out for six, the way her mother had taught her thirty years earlier in the kitchen in Indiana, when she had been a six-year-old who could not stop crying because a robin had hit the window of the breakfast room and broken its neck. Breathe, little one. Breathe in for four. Breathe out for six. Some things are very sad. Most things, we can do nothing about. Breathe.

She breathed.

She slept.

She did not, on Saturday night, dream.

She woke at six on Sunday morning, in the warm gray light, with Thomas’s arm a long heavy comfort across her ribs. She lay there for a long time. At six fifteen, very far away, somewhere across the river, the first low rumble of thunder rolled in over central Texas under a clear sky.

It was, she realized, sitting up in the bed, the kind of thunder that does not come from clouds.

Her hand, of its own accord, went to the bedside table.

She lifted the small ceramic lid.

The white feather in the small white china dish was, in the gray dawn light, gone.

In its place, in the dish, was a single small dried sprig of laurel, the kind of laurel a god of music and prophecy would weave into his hair, with three penny-colored leaves still attached, and one cream-colored hair from the long mane of a young centaur tied around the stem.

She closed the lid.

She did not, for one full count of ten, breathe.

Then she breathed.

She got up. She went to the bathroom. She washed her face for the first time in seven days. She did not, in the mirror, see anyone but herself.

She came back into the bedroom. Thomas was awake. Thomas was sitting up against the headboard, watching her.

“Storm’s coming,” he said quietly.

“Yes.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Whatever today is going to be, baby — I am here.”

“I know.”

“Tell me what you can.”

She sat down on the edge of the bed.

She set her hand on his bare shoulder. She set her cheek against the warm crown of his head, and she said, into his hair, “Thomas. Today, all I can tell you is that I love you. And that I am going to try, with everything in me, to come home tonight.”

He went very still.

He did not, immediately, answer.

Then he said, in a voice she would, for the rest of her life, hear in her sleep, “Then come home, Ellie. Whatever it costs. Come home.”

She kissed the top of his head.

She got up.

She went to get dressed.

Outside the bedroom window, very far across the river, the thunder rolled, once more, on its way in.

It was, this time, coming from the east.






Chapter 16 — Bleed

She drove down to the office on Sunday at eight in the morning under a sky that, depending on which way you looked, looked like two different days.

To the west, over the Hill Country, the sky was a clean weekend July blue with three small white clouds. To the east, over the river and the Capitol and the dome of the old plant nursery on Cesar Chavez, the sky was the color of dark iron, and it had a pulse in it. The pulse was not lightning. The pulse was a faint, slow, regular brightening of the cloud-belly every nine seconds, like slow breathing. There was no rain at the apartment when she left and no rain at the river when she crossed it, and there was no rain at the parking garage when she pulled in, and the doorman of her building would later tell her that there had been no rain over central Austin all morning. There had only been the iron-bellied pulse, on the east half of the sky, all the way until two in the afternoon.

She parked. She took the elevator up. The lobby of the building was empty. The eighth floor was empty. The cleaning crew had finished the night before and the carpets still had the soft straight tracks of the vacuum on them. She let herself into her new glass-walled office two doors down from Adrian’s. She set her bag on the floor. She sat in her new black leather chair behind her new clean glass desk and watched, through the south wall of glass, the slow regular pulse on the east half of the city sky.

She had not, in the morning, brought the small ceramic dish with her.

She had left it on the bedside table.

She had left the laurel sprig and the cream-colored hair from the centaur’s mane in the small white china bowl. She had set the lid back over the bowl. She had walked away from the bedside table without picking it up. She did not know exactly why. She knew that if she put the laurel and the centaur’s hair in her work bag and walked them into this glass-walled office, she would, by lunchtime, be a person to whom things in this glass-walled office were going to start happening — and she did not, at eight in the morning on Sunday in central Austin under an iron-bellied half-sky, want to be that person yet.

The ceramic dish stayed at home.

The pulse on the east sky kept pulsing.

She started in on the Halcyon eighteen-month rollout deck.

For the first hour she got real work done. She wrote a slide. She wrote a second. She killed the first slide. She built a new framework for week-by-week activation in the post-launch window. She drank a cup of coffee from the kitchen down the hall. The pulse on the east sky did not, when she glanced at it occasionally, brighten or dim. The fluorescent lights of the empty floor hummed. A maintenance worker passed in the hallway with a wet mop and lifted his hand at her through the glass and she lifted hers back, and he passed.

At nine fifty-eight, Adrian appeared at the glass.

He did not knock. He stood at the far side of the glass — hands in the pockets of a pair of dark jeans, a soft gray T-shirt she had never seen him in, a faint dark stubble along his jaw she had never seen on him either. He looked at her for one full second through the wall. Then he walked around the corner and pushed the door open.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

“I had a feeling.”

“Same.”

He came in. He sat down in the chair across from her desk. He set his elbows on his knees. He looked at her over the clean expanse of the glass.

“Ellie.”

“Adrian.”

“That sky.”

“I know.”

“That is not a normal sky.”

“No.”

“You see it too.”

“I see it too.”

He looked at her for a long minute. His face had the small drawn quality of a man who had not slept either. The stubble along his jaw was a denser shadow than she would have expected. The soft gray T-shirt had a small pulled thread at the collar. Ellie’s body had spent three weeks cataloguing the fast precise things this man did, and now, all at once, she had to take in an Adrian who hadn’t gotten ready this morning.

“What are we doing here,” he said.

“I’m working.”

“You’re not working.”

“I am working.”

“Ellie.”

“Adrian, I am working.”

He looked at her.

She held the look for half a second longer than she needed to. Then she looked back down at her monitor.

“I’m going to make myself a coffee,” he said.

“All right.”

“You want one.”

“No.”

“Ellie.”

“No, Adrian.”

“All right.”

He got up. He walked out. She could see him through the glass walking down to the kitchen. She could see his back, the long lean line of it under the gray T-shirt, the way he held his shoulders, the thing he did with his right hand at his hip when he was not at work and was not, in his head, paying any attention to himself. She had not, before, seen any of that. She had only seen the careful Monday-through-Friday Adrian. The Sunday Adrian was — she would think later — more dangerous than she had expected.

He came back with a coffee. He sat down. He did not set the coffee on her desk between them. He held it on his knee.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“You are not, right now, a woman who is working alone in her office on a Sunday morning.”

“What am I.”

“You are a woman who is hiding from her apartment.”

She closed her laptop.

“Adrian.”

“What.”

“I want you to leave.”

He looked at her.

“I am asking you to leave my office.”

“All right.”

“Now.”

“Ellie.”

“Now, Adrian. Please.”

He did not, immediately, stand. He sat in the chair across from her desk, holding the coffee on his knee, and looked at her with the small drawn quality and the dark stubble and the small pulled thread on the gray T-shirt collar. “I am very sorry. I should not have come.”

“No.”

“I had a feeling you would be here. I was worried about you. That is — I want to be honest, Ellie — that is not a good reason for me to have come into the office on a Sunday in jeans and tracked you down to your office.”

“No.”

“I am sorry.”

“Thank you.”

He stood up.

He stood up, and his face, just for a second, did something it had not done in any room she had seen him in — a flicker, a small twist at the corner of the mouth, a tired ugly twist she had never seen in him and that, when she saw it, made her, for a half-second, hate him.

“You know,” he said, “I do not, generally, like men who care more for their wives’ comfort than for their wives. I do not, in general, like men who confuse pity for love. I am going to leave now. I am going to remember, in your absence, that I do not get to have an opinion about your husband, or your marriage, or the weight of comfort versus the weight of love, in your house. That is, I want you to know, a thing I am going to have to remember. It will not always be easy. I am going to leave now.”

“Adrian.”

“Yes.”

She stood up.

She walked, on legs that did not feel attached to her hips, around the corner of her clean glass desk. She stopped half a step in front of him. She set her right palm against his chest and pushed, hard, twice — not the push of a woman who wanted him gone, but the push of a woman who had spent three weeks trying not to touch him at all. Her open palm landed, softly, on the gray T-shirt over the center of his chest. With her teeth clenched: “Don’t you ever talk about my husband like that again.”

He did not move.

He did not catch her wrist.

He kept the coffee on his knee — the coffee he was no longer sitting with, the coffee he had stood up with, the coffee he was, somehow, still holding. He held her eyes. His own eyes — the strange gray-blue eyes, the gray-blue weather that had not yet decided what it was going to be — in that second, decided.

The weather, for a half second, was a storm.

She saw it.

He saw her see it.

He set the coffee down on her desk.

He stepped back.

He did not, quite, turn around. He kept his face on her face. He kept his hands, deliberately, in the pockets of his jeans.

“That was a thing I should not have said. I will not say it again. I will not, when I leave this office, come back to it today. I will not be in this building on Saturdays when I think you might be, either, until you have come into my office on a Monday morning and told me, in your own voice, that you would like that to change. Do I have that right, Ellie.”

“You have that right.”

“All right.”

“Adrian —”

“Yes.”

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

“I do not pity him.”

“All right.”

“I love him.”

“All right.”

“And I — Adrian — and I am also, on every day of every week of three weeks, in love with you. Both are true. I am going to spend, possibly, the rest of my life learning to live with the fact that both can be true at the same time. I do not want, in our office, to be condescended to about either fact. I will accept your apology. I will not accept that thing you said. Do not ever say it to me again.”

He looked at her.

The storm was still in his eyes. The storm was still there, and it had a different texture in it now — not the storm of a man told no, but of a man who has been seen, and who, for the first time in nineteen days, isn’t sure what his own life looks like.

“All right, Ellie.”

“Go home.”

“All right.”

“Now, Adrian.”

“All right.”

He went.

He almost didn’t close the door behind him. He pulled it gently halfway, then stopped, then pulled it the rest of the way. Then he was gone, and she heard, on the empty Sunday floor, the faint distant ping of the elevator, the doors, the descent.

She stood in the middle of the empty office with her right hand still warm from the center of his chest.

The pulse on the east sky was, she noticed when she looked, no longer pulsing.

The pulse on the east sky had, in the minute he had been in her office, gone perfectly black, and was, slowly, beginning to come west.

She drove home.

She drove home with the windows up.

Thomas was on the porch with a mug in his hand, the cardinal in the magnolia, a long calm summer air around him, and a small smile when she came up the steps. He stood up. He held her. “Storm coming. They put a watch on.”

“I know.”

“Whatever it costs.”

“I know.”

“Come home, Ellie.”

“I’m home.”

She sat with him on the porch. The cardinal sang. The cardinal sang for one long perfect summer minute and then, very abruptly, stopped, and a moment later the slow first wind of the storm reached the magnolia. It was a hot wind. It smelled of woodsmoke.

They went inside.

They closed the windows.

She did not, for the rest of the afternoon, leave the apartment.

By six the storm was on the city.

By eight the storm was over the apartment. The thunder, this time, did not walk around the building. It sat over the roof tiles. It pressed.

By nine she could hear, in the spaces between the rolls, a single distant sound that was not a sound at all but the suggestion of one — the clash, very far away, of two things made out of brass.

By ten she could not, even with the candle on, look at the bedroom mirror.

She covered it with the throw blanket from the foot of the bed.

Thomas did not, on the way to bed, ask her why.

She climbed in. She fitted her face into the hollow under his jaw. She held him.

She closed her eyes.

She did not ask him to come for her or stay away.

She slept.

The meadow was not the meadow.

The grass was trampled. The small yellow flowers were gone. The cornflowers were dust. There were long black scorch marks across the meadow in two parallel lines, the way long black scorch marks lie across a runway. The cypresses on the far side of the meadow were down — three of them, broken at the trunk, the wide pale wood at the breaks still wet in the dry warm air. The marble pavilion on the cliff above the cypresses was empty. The low couch was on its side. There was a long smear of something dark across the marble floor, the color of pomegranate juice. Ellie knew, without going closer, that it wasn’t pomegranate juice.

The herd of bulls was gone.

The sky over the meadow was the color of a fresh bruise.

She turned. She ran.

She ran across the trampled meadow, around the broken cypresses, past the empty pavilion, down the back slope, toward the silver forest. The silver forest — when she came over the back ridge — was on fire.

Half the silver-pale trees were burning. The penny-colored leaves were curling up in long bright ribbons of gold flame. The mist that should have been at her knees was a thin gray smoke at her shins. The fire was not, she could see at once, an ordinary fire. It was a controlled, surgical fire, set in a long deliberate arc through the outer ring of the silver forest, and beyond the arc the trees were untouched and the light in the deep distance — the gold haze of the clearing — was still, faintly, on.

She ran into the burning trees.

The fire did not, when she got near it, burn her. The fire parted around her shins the way water parts around the prow of a slow boat. The trunks she passed were warm, but not hot. The smoke at her shins was not, somehow, in her lungs.

The fire was Apollo’s.

The fire was Apollo’s, and the fire was a shield, and it had been set so the king of the gods could not, this night, walk into the deep of the wood after Apollo.

She ran.

She ran the long mossy familiar path. The silver forest closed behind her. The fire was at her back. The clearing came up out of the deep at her — gold and warm and silent. She came into the clearing at a run. At the edge of the gold-warm grass she stopped, and her hand went to her mouth.

Apollo was on his back in the grass under the penny-colored leaves.

The lyre was in the grass beside him, broken at the neck.

There was a long burn across his ribs from the underside of his right arm to the place above his hipbone, the dark angry color of the inside of a blast furnace. The gold dust on his cheekbones and his shoulders had gone gray on his left side. The white deer at the far edge of the clearing were lying down with their heads on each other’s flanks, the way deer lie down when they are afraid.

He turned his head when she came in.

He smiled.

The smile was the same smile.

“Ellie.”

“Apollo —”

“I am all right.”

“You are not.”

“I am all right.”

She fell to her knees in the grass beside him. She set her palm, lightly, on the inside of his unburned shoulder. It was hot — hotter than divine skin should be. She put her face, briefly, against his hair, and her hair came down around both of them, and she said, into his ear, “What happened.”

“My father.”

“He —”

“He came for me at sundown. We met on the ridge above the meadow. We fought. He won, because he is older and stronger and angrier, and because we are not, in this house, supposed to fight. He has gone back to his pavilion to think. I have come back to my clearing to heal. The fire in the silver forest is not for him, exactly. It is for everyone. It is for my brother. It is for whatever Hera is going to send for you next, which she will. Ellie — Ellie, listen to me. Sit up.”

She sat up.

“You have to be very careful tonight.”

“All right.”

“He will not, this time, come after you. He has hurt me enough that he is — he is, for tonight, a little embarrassed. He will go quiet. Hera will not. Hera was — Hera was who built tonight. Hera built this. Hera let the bulls out of the meadow. Hera spoke into my father’s ear at sundown. Hera, somewhere, has already moved a piece in the part of the world where you wake up. Ellie — listen to me. Keep your husband alive.”

“What.”

“Keep him alive, Ellie.”

“Apollo — what does that —”

“She will move on him. Not directly. She does not, now, do anything directly. She will move someone close to him. She will move a stranger near him. She will move a thing in him. She will reach for him because he is the thing in your other life that, on the loom of the worlds, is most yours. She will reach for him because if she takes him you will be loose in your life, and a woman loose in her life is a woman who walks into the labyrinth on a different night, and Hera, my Ellie, has been waiting a long time for you to walk into a labyrinth on a different night.”

“I don’t —”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Keep your husband alive. Tonight. Tomorrow. The next two weeks. Whatever it takes. I will heal here. I will be back. The clearing will be here. The lake will be here. Cheiron will keep the centaurs at the lake and they will stand at the green-glass edge with bows for the rest of this war if I ask them to. Lykaios will carry you whenever you need to come. Listen to me. I am not — I am not asking you to choose me, tonight. I am asking you to choose your husband. I am asking you to go home, and stay there, and not let him out of your sight. Do you understand.”

“Yes.”

He set his warm palm at the side of her jaw.

He smiled.

“Good girl.”

“Apollo.”

“Mm.”

“I love you.”

The smile got, slightly, brighter.

“I know, Ellie. Now go.”

She kissed him.

She kissed him, quickly, on the mouth — once — and she set her hand, lightly, on his unburned ribs in the grass, and she stood up, and she ran.

She ran out of the clearing. She ran back up the path through the silver forest. She passed the long careful arc of the fire still burning behind her in the outer ring. She came up out of the silver forest onto the back ridge of the meadow.

She did not run across the meadow.

She turned and walked off the ridge on a path she did not know existed. The path took her, very quickly, off the side of the dreamworld entirely, and she came up gasping in her own bed — the throw blanket over the bedroom mirror, the storm at the roof tiles, the warm long shape of her husband asleep against her back. She lay there, gasping into the dark, with both her hands at her own sternum, the mark on the unmarked side of her throat warm under her hair. The mark was warm. The dark mark on the marked side was, this time, cold — the way a stone left out overnight is cold.

The storm broke at three in the morning.

It broke fast and it broke clean, the way a real summer cell breaks when it has spent itself. By four the rain was light. By five there was no rain at all. By six the clear weekend July blue was back over the entire sky.

She did not sleep again.

She watched the dawn come up. She watched Thomas’s chest rise and fall. She kept her hand on him.

She did not, all the way up to seven a.m. on Monday morning, take her hand off him.






Chapter 17 — The Offer

Monday Adrian was not in the office.

She walked into her glass-walled office at eight. His door was dark. The partner kitchen was dark. Through his open door at the end of the hall, the senior partner Bill was visible at his desk with one hand at his temple and the other on his coffee. The rest of the floor was, somehow, quieter than usual — the way an office is quieter when a thing has happened that people have agreed not to talk about. By nine she had a forwarded email from Adrian’s account.

Subject: Out today.

Out today. Family thing. Will be back tomorrow. Ellie has it.

— A.H.

By ten Priya was at her glass.

“Family thing.”

“Apparently.”

“Adrian Hale does not have a family thing.”

“He told me on Sunday his father is still alive and they have not spoken in eleven years. He has no living mother. He has a brother who drowned. There is no family thing.”

“Ellie.”

“I know.”

“Are you all right.”

“I am all right.”

“Ellie.”

“Priya. I am all right today. Today, I am all right. Tomorrow we will see.”

Priya looked at her. She nodded, slowly, with the careful affection of an older sister who had decided a long time ago that her job was not to ask questions but to be in the kitchen when the answers came. Then she went back to her cube.

By noon Ellie was in a small client call with the Halcyon CMO, alone. The call went well — better than the Friday call, which had gone well. At the end of it the CMO said: I would like to bring you to New York in the fall to talk to the rest of the senior team. Ellie, in her glass-walled office on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building under a sky that was a perfect July blue, said, yes, that would be wonderful. Her face brightened with the brief honest happiness she let through, briefly, on top of the rest of it.

She went home at five.

Thomas was on the couch.

He was on the couch with the lamp on, the book closed on his stomach, the cardinal in the magnolia outside the window. When she came in, he stood up and held her, the way he always did. She fitted her face into the hollow under his jaw. “Stay home tomorrow. Take a sick day.”

“Why, baby.”

“I have a feeling.”

He looked at her.

He did not ask what kind of feeling.

He said, quietly, “All right, Ellie.”

“Thomas —”

“I won’t go in tomorrow.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

That night she went to bed at ten. She lay against him in the dark. She did not put the small ceramic dish back on the bedside table because the small ceramic dish was, she had learned that morning, no longer holding anything; the laurel and the centaur’s hair had, in her absence on Sunday, been replaced by a single small flat coin she did not, when she lifted the lid at five thirty in the dawn, recognize. The coin was bronze. The coin had a face on the obverse that was half-blurred but was, she knew without knowing how she knew, the face of the woman whose voice had said who, who, who. She had set the lid back. She had not looked at the dish since.

She did not ask anyone to come.

She did not need to.

She was already, when she closed her eyes, in her kitchen.

It was the kitchen of her apartment. It was the kitchen with the small terra-cotta pot of mint on the window and the sticky note Thomas had left her three weeks earlier on the lampshade that had not, somehow, been thrown away. It was her kitchen, the way her kitchen was; she could feel, under her bare feet, the cool place on the linoleum on the morning Adrian had sent the email.

It was also, in the way of dreams, a throne room.

The walls of the kitchen were the walls of a great hall the size of a cathedral. The ceiling of the kitchen was, when she looked up, an open white sky a thousand feet above her. The small fluorescent under-cabinet lights in the kitchen were, when she squinted, long bands of cold daylight running down the white columns of the cathedral. The kitchen island was, when she set her hand on it, the cool gold-veined marble of a long table that ran the length of the great hall, and at the far end of the long table — at the far end of the kitchen island, which was also the far end of the great hall — a woman was sitting in a chair.

The woman was Hera.

Ellie knew this without having to be told.

She was extraordinarily beautiful. She was beautiful in a way you couldn’t take in all at once; you had to look at her in pieces, because the whole was too much for one glance. Her hair was red, the deep cherry-wine red of the inside of a pomegranate. It was wound in a low heavy crown of braids around the crown of her head. Her skin was the color of milk in cold light. Her eyes were the gray of a sea in November. She was wearing a long simple white linen dress with a thin gold cord tied at the high waist, and her bare arms were laid along the arms of the chair, and her hands were folded loosely in her lap, and she was watching Ellie.

She was watching Ellie the way a queen watches a small bird that has flown in through a window of her great hall by accident.

“Ellie,” she said.

Her voice was the voice that had said who, who, who. It was the same voice, but not, this time, only in her own head; it was, this time, in the air. It was a soft, perfectly pitched voice, the voice of a woman who had been speaking in rooms full of people for thirty thousand years and had not, in any of those rooms, ever needed to raise it.

“Hera.”

“Come closer.”

“No.”

The corner of the queen’s mouth twitched, very small, very dry.

“Closer than you are, please.”

Ellie came two steps along the kitchen island.

Hera lifted her right hand off the arm of the chair. She set it back on the arm of the chair. The motion was not, on its face, a gesture; but it was a gesture all the same, and Ellie felt, under the gesture, the long marble of the kitchen island go warm under her palm.

“Sit,” said Hera.

Ellie, with no chair to sit on, sat. There was a chair under her now. It was a small wooden kitchen chair from her own apartment. It had been, the moment she had sat, there.

“I am going to say a few things to you,” said Hera, evenly, “and I am going to ask you, before I say them, to hear them in the spirit in which they are offered. I am not in the habit of speaking with mortal women. I have not, in two centuries, spoken with one. I am here because I have decided that this — this whole thing, this thing my husband has gotten himself into and that my stepson has, idiotically, gotten himself further into, is something that should be put down before any more damage is done. Are you listening, Ellie.”

“I am listening.”

“Good. Then listen. The sentence I am going to say to you next is not the sentence I will repeat. I do not, generally, repeat the sentences I say.”

“All right.”

“Walk away from him.”

The queen did not, in saying it, raise her voice or sweeten her voice or sharpen her voice; she said it the way a doctor in a clinic says the X-ray is clear, without weight, without color, with the brisk efficient kindness of a busy professional.

“From your husband,” Hera went on, “I do not require you to walk away. Stay with him, if you can stand him. He is, as men go, a decent example of his kind. From the king of the gods, my husband, I require you to walk away. From his son the golden one, I also require you to walk away. From the little vintner, who has been amusing himself at all of our expense, I will deal with separately and you do not need to know about that. Walk away. Do not look back. Do not call. Do not, in your dreams or in your office or in the bathroom mirror at midnight, ever say any of their names again. If you do this — if you walk — I will withdraw my piece from the field. I will call my stepson home. The storms over your city will stop. The man who is going to ruin you will not come for you. The marks on your throat will, in three months, fade. Your career will resume. Your husband will live. Your life will go back to the small tidy thing it was a month ago, with one new asset, which is that you will know, for the rest of your life, that you were once chosen by gods, and walked away. That last fact will be of considerable private comfort to you when you are eighty. I am offering you this very generously. I am offering you, in exchange, only the simplest of behaviors. Walk away.”

Ellie closed her eyes.

She closed her eyes. She felt the warm corner of her mouth where Apollo had set his mouth. She felt the warm hollow of her right palm where she had set her hand on Lykaios’s cream-mane neck. She felt the long burn across Apollo’s ribs in the grass under her own hand. She felt the warm shape of Hercules’s enormous brown palm at the side of her cheek at the edge of the silver forest. She felt the small flat hard place at the center of Adrian Hale’s chest under her open palm in her glass-walled office on Sunday morning. She felt the long slow weight of her husband’s arm at her ribs in her dark bedroom. She felt the cold place beneath her sternum where her certainty about her world used to live, and she felt that place — slowly, but at last, finally — close.

She opened her eyes.

“No.”

Hera’s face did not change.

“What.”

“No, Hera.”

“I do not think you have understood me, Ellie.”

“I understood you.”

“Then you have not heard me.”

“I heard you.”

“You have a husband.”

“Yes.”

“You love him.”

“Yes.”

“You cannot afford the price of saying no to me. I am, child, telling you this in the kindest possible way. You cannot afford it. You are a marketing strategist in central Texas with a grandmother’s bracelet and a tattoo of a small bird on your hipbone and a husband who pays half the rent. Do not, in the grass of a clearing in a forest that does not exist, mistake what you have been given for what you can keep.”

“I know what I have been given.”

“Then you know what I am offering.”

“I do.”

“And you say.”

“I say no.”

The queen looked at her.

She looked at her for a long minute, and her gray-November eyes did the one slow thing she rarely did — a thing Ellie had not, even on Camille’s face, seen — a quick widening of the pupils — the kind a rarely-surprised woman shows when, after a very long time, something surprises her.

The queen leaned forward, slightly, in her chair.

“Why.”

Ellie held her eyes.

“Because, Hera — because — I have spent a year of my life being held carefully in warm bathwater. I have spent twenty-seven years of my life being a woman who took the second-best option because the second-best option was the kind option. I have spent three weeks of my life — three weeks of my actual one mortal life — being chosen, and held, and seen, and I have learned in those three weeks that I am not, and have not been, the woman I was supposed to be. I am another woman. I do not, yet, know all of who that other woman is. I am going to spend the next five months finding out. I am not, while I find out, going to walk away from any of the rooms I have walked into. Including the room you have just walked into, this kitchen, my kitchen, in which I am going to keep on cooking dinner for my husband for as long as he will let me. I am sorry to disappoint you. I do not, actually, know that I am sorry. That is — that is, Hera, the first true thing I have said in three weeks. I am not sorry.”

The queen looked at her.

The queen sat back in her chair.

The queen smiled.

It was a real smile. It was a small, tired, almost amused smile, and it had, in it, briefly, a sadness Ellie — who had spent her whole life listening for sadness under women’s smiles — caught and registered, against her will, with a kind of confused private grief.

“All right, Ellie.”

“All right?”

“All right. You will be killed for this. You may, possibly, kill some of us for this. Either way. All right. You have my respect, in any case, which is a thing I do not, generally, hand out to your kind. I will see you again.”

“Hera —”

“Goodbye, Ellie.”

She lifted her right hand off the arm of the chair.

The kitchen island was the kitchen island.

The chair under Ellie was not under Ellie.

Ellie was sitting up in her own bed in the dark — the throw blanket still over the bedroom mirror, the small ceramic dish on the bedside table, Thomas asleep beside her, the clock saying 3:52. The warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat was warm. The dark mark on the marked side was cold. The flat hard place in the center of her own chest, where she had put her open palm against Adrian’s chest the morning before, was warm.

She did not sleep again that night.

She lay on her side, watching her husband’s steady breath, with her hand on the warm long shape of his arm.

When the alarm went off at six-thirty, she had not moved her hand.






Chapter 18 — The Hospital

Tuesday morning Thomas did not go in.

He padded around the apartment in his old gray T-shirt and his bare feet. He made eggs. He brought her coffee with the cinnamon in it and set it down on the bedside table beside the small ceramic dish without, somehow, looking at the dish. He kissed her forehead. He went out to the back porch with his book.

She watched him through the kitchen window.

The cardinal was in the magnolia. The morning was a clean weekend July blue. There were, this morning, no iron-bellied half-skies on the east horizon. The river, when she went to the front of the apartment and looked, was a long perfect matte-silver ribbon. The bridges were open again. A single early kayaker was making her steady way north against the current, the small pale-orange blade of her paddle catching the sun.

Ellie stood at the front window with her coffee and watched the kayaker for a long time.

She did not, this morning, go to work.

She emailed Bill at seven thirty.

Subject: Personal day.

Bill, I’m going to take today. Halcyon’s covered through Wednesday — I sent the CMO her materials yesterday. I’ll be in tomorrow. — Ellie

He answered at seven thirty-four:

Take it, dear. Take two if you need them. — Bill

She sat with Thomas on the porch for an hour.

On the porch, they did not talk.

He read his book. She drank her coffee. The cardinal, in the magnolia, sang. Once, in the middle of the hour, Thomas reached over without looking up from his book and set his hand on her bare knee and squeezed twice. She set her hand on top of his and squeezed once back. The cardinal sang. The morning held.

At eleven, Thomas’s phone rang.

Thomas’s phone rang — the small marimba ring of an unknown caller. It was on the wicker side table by the unused ashtray. Thomas, who had been about to turn the page of his book, glanced at it. “Spam.” He was about to lift his hand to silence it when Ellie, with a strange flat cold feeling at the back of her neck, said, “Pick it up.”

He looked at her.

He picked it up.

“Hello.”

A pause.

“Yes — yes, this is Thomas — wait — I’m sorry, who is this —”

His face went still.

“Yes — yes — Lily, oh my god, are you all right —”

He was on his feet.

He was off the porch.

He was inside the apartment, walking fast.

She followed him.

He was in the bedroom. He was already changing. He was pulling on a clean shirt and the loafers without socks because he was reaching for socks and not finding them. He had the phone on his shoulder. He was nodding, fast, three times. “No, I’m in. I’m in. I’m coming. I’m twenty minutes. Tell her I’m twenty minutes. Tell the doctor I’m twenty minutes. I’m coming, Lily. I’m coming.”

He hung up.

He looked at Ellie.

His face was the color of paper.

“Lily was in an accident.”

“What.”

“Lily was in an accident on Mopac. A truck — she said it was — somebody ran her — Ellie — Ellie — they’re at the ER at Brackenridge. The little one wasn’t with her. She’s all right. She thinks she’s all right. She’s bleeding. Her head. They have her in a — Ellie, I have to go.”

“I’m coming.”

“No. You stay here. No. I will call you from the hospital. Stay here.”

“Thomas —”

“Stay.” His face was, just for a half-second, a face she had never seen — the face of a younger brother who has more than once run because someone he loved was getting bad news. His eyes, for a half-second, were the eyes of a small terrified thirteen-year-old. Ellie took two steps and put her hand at the side of his jaw and pressed her forehead to his. “All right. All right, I will stay. I love you. Drive carefully. Drive carefully, Thomas. Promise me.”

“I promise.”

“Promise me again.”

“I promise. I promise. I’m going.”

He went.

She heard the door of the apartment close.

She heard, on the street below, the clean sound of the car door, and the engine, and the car pulling away. She stood in the bedroom with her own coffee in her hand. She set the coffee down on the dresser. She looked at the bed.

She went to the small ceramic dish on the bedside table.

She lifted the lid.

The small flat bronze coin with the queen’s face on the obverse was gone.

In its place, in the dish, was a single small white feather, glowing lightly, the warm gold of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon.

She closed her eyes.

She closed the lid.

She picked up her car keys.

She drove to Brackenridge in twenty-six minutes through ordinary daytime Austin traffic. She parked in the visitor lot. She walked, on legs that did not feel attached to her hips, into the ER waiting room. Lily — Thomas’s oldest sister, Lily — was being walked out of triage on Thomas’s arm, a square of white gauze taped to the side of her forehead, a fast tearful smile on her face. The two-year-old, who had not after all been with her, was on Lily’s hip in the arms of Lily’s husband Brett, who must have driven down separately.

Thomas saw her.

Thomas’s face did one thing.

It was relief.

It was the face of a man in a war who has just gotten word, in the middle of a very bad afternoon, that his two best friends are alive.

He came across the waiting room. He held Ellie. He held Ellie for a long time, in the public waiting room of the ER, with people watching. He said, into her hair, “You came.”

“I came.”

“Lily’s all right.”

“I see.”

“It was — it was a stupid accident. A pickup ran a light at Riverside. They’re letting her out. They’re keeping the truck driver. Ellie — Ellie — God.”

“I know.”

“Take us all home. Will you take us all home.”

“Yes.”

She helped Lily into the front seat.

She buckled the two-year-old, who was, by some grace, asleep against Brett’s shoulder, into the back seat of Brett’s car.

She drove Lily and Thomas back across the river. Brett followed them in his own car. Lily was quiet in the front seat — wrung out the way you are when you’ve understood, in a single second, what can happen in cars on Mopac on a Tuesday morning. Ellie held Lily’s free hand. Halfway across the bridge, Lily said softly, “Thank you, Ellie. Thank you, sweetheart.”

“Of course, Lily.”

She drove carefully.

When they got back to the apartment, Thomas put Lily on the couch with a blanket and made her tea. Brett carried the two-year-old into the bedroom and laid her down in the middle of Ellie and Thomas’s bed. The cardinal in the magnolia, somehow, sang.

At three o’clock Ellie stepped out onto the back porch by herself.

She stood at the porch railing with her hands flat on the warm wood.

She looked across the river.

The river was a long perfect matte-silver ribbon. The kayaker was gone. The bridges were open. The clean weekend July blue was all the way across the sky, except for one small cool place in the high east — high up, very far, almost not visible — where a thin gray shape was sitting that was, when she squinted at it, only visible if she knew exactly where to look. The shape was a column of cool gray air the height and width of a man, and the column was, faintly, wearing a lion’s pelt.

She put her right hand on the warm wood of the porch railing and her left palm to the warm gold mark on the bare side of her throat.

She did not, on the porch, raise her voice.

She said, into the warm afternoon air, quietly:

“You stay away from him.”

Far away, in the high east, the gray shape inclined its head, slightly.

Then it was gone.

That night, after Lily and Brett had gone home with the child, after she and Thomas had eaten a dinner she did not, afterwards, remember, after he had held her on the couch for an hour without speaking, after the apartment had gone quiet and the hall candle had been lit — because the storm two nights earlier had taught them that hall candles were sensible in central Texas in July — after all that, she lay in their bed beside Thomas, with the small ceramic dish on the bedside table closed and the small white feather inside the small ceramic dish glowing faintly through the lid, and she said, in her head, deliberately, with no fear and no small tremor in the small bones at the base of her spine:

Hercules.

She did not ask him to come.

She did not ask him to stay away.

She named him.

She named him because she had decided, on the back porch at three o’clock in the afternoon, that she was not going to spend the rest of this war pretending she did not know who the men in her life were.

She slept.

She was in the dream version of her own bedroom.

The throw blanket was still over the mirror. The small ceramic dish was still on the bedside table. Thomas, beside her in the dream, was — she felt the warm long shape of him without looking — asleep. The fan above the bed was, above the bed, going one, two, three, four.

Hercules was standing at the foot of the bed.

He was very tall. He was the height of two ordinary men. He was bare-chested. The lion-pelt was thrown back over one of his huge shoulders. He did not, at the foot of her bed in her bedroom, have the bronze knife.

He looked at her in the dim bedroom for a long moment.

He said, “I told you to run, mortal woman.”

“Yes.”

“You did not.”

“No.”

“You called me by my name.”

“Yes.”

He did not move.

The dim of the bedroom did not move.

Then he did the smallest thing she had ever seen a very large man do. He set one enormous brown bare foot, softly, on the foot of the bed — the way a child climbs onto a bed when his mother has fallen asleep on it. The bed did not creak. The dim of the bedroom did not move. He set the second bare foot on the bed. He was, kneeling, at the foot of her own bed, in her bedroom, with the warm long shape of her husband asleep behind her. The honey eyes did the thing they had done at the stone at the edge of the silver forest. His voice was, this time, very soft.

“Run, Ellie.”

“Where.”

“To the lake.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

She closed her eyes. She opened them. She rolled, slowly, off the side of her own dream bed. She put her bare feet on the dream rug. She stood up.

He came around the foot of the bed. He came around it slowly, the way a very large dog comes around the foot of a bed, with the careful, almost embarrassed, almost reverent quiet of an animal that does not, when in a small room, want to break anything.

He stopped a foot from her.

The heat coming off him was the heat coming off a forge with a fire long gone down. It was a residual, banked heat. It said I have been hot. I will be hot again. I am not, in this small room, in your husband’s room, currently, hot.

“You will need to run very fast,” he said softly. “I have been told to bring you to her. I am going to give you a head start. I am going to give you forty-five seconds. You will spend them. Do you understand.”

“Yes.”

“Your golden one is hurt.”

“I know.”

“He has set the silver forest on fire so I cannot enter it without burning. I will burn anyway. You should know, before you go, that I will burn.”

“Hercules.”

“Yes.”

“Why are you giving me a head start.”

He looked at her for a long, long minute.

The dark honey eyes glistened briefly with tears.

“Because,” he said, quietly, “you sat down with me. Because in four thousand years, mortal woman, no one has sat down with me. Because you called me by my name. Because, when I think of having to put my hands on you in the way she has told me to put my hands on you, I find — I find, Ellie — that for the first time since the day after Megara, I am not, in advance, willing. Run.”

She turned.

She ran.

She ran out the bedroom door of her own dream apartment. She ran through the dream living room. She ran out the dream front door of the building. She ran out into the dream Austin night, and the dream street became the dream meadow, which became the dream silver forest with the burning ring around it. She did not take the long path. She took a path she had not seen before, through a fold in the land beside the back ridge. The path took her, very fast, around the burning ring of the silver forest, out onto the long warm down-sloping meadow toward the bowl of the valley and the green-glass lake.

Behind her, very far behind, she heard him start.

He was — even at her best running, with the wind in her hair and the silver mist at her shins — gaining.

She came over the ridge above the lake.

The lake was as she remembered it. The pavilion was the same. The white hides on the floor of the pavilion were the same white hides. The five centaurs grazing at the edge of the lake had, this time, all of them, bows across their bare backs, and the bows were strung. Cheiron — the eldest, the wise one, the one Apollo trusted with his own life — stood at the highest point of the small ridge above the pavilion with a long bronze-tipped spear in his man-half hands and a single soft horn of pale ivory at his shoulder. When he saw her coming over the ridge, he raised the horn to his bearded mouth and blew, once, low, long. The sound of the horn rolled out over the green-glass lake and into the silver forest and back across the meadow.

The other centaurs lifted their heads.

Cheiron came down off the ridge to meet her. Lykaios — the young cream-mane, the boy with the glacier-blue eyes — was already, before Cheiron got to her, kneeling in the grass at the edge of the pavilion, his haunches tucked sideways, his man-half turned at the waist with both his hands held up to her in the gesture of here, here, climb, I will carry you.

She climbed.

He stood.

He carried her, at a long fast canter, around the edge of the green-glass lake to the pavilion. He knelt for her at the edge of the white hides. He did not look at her face. He kept his head down, the cream mane spilling, his pale blue eyes on the water of the lake.

“Lykaios.”

“My lady.”

“Thank you.”

“Always.”

She stepped down off his back. She walked into the pavilion.

She turned.

At the far edge of the green-glass lake, on the high ridge above the pavilion, on the side of the lake she had come down — Hercules stood.

He was very still.

He had, somehow, in his right hand, the bronze knife.

The lion-pelt was over his shoulder.

The five centaurs on the near side of the lake had drawn their bows. The arrows were nocked. The arrows were not, somehow, pointed at him. They were pointed at the warm air a foot above his head, in the small mannerly diplomatic way of a household guard who is informing a visiting nobleman that there are, in this house, rules.

Hercules looked at the bows.

He did not raise his hand. He did not, at any point, take a step toward the lake.

He looked across the green-glass water at Ellie.

He held her eyes.

Ellie held his.

Across the long expanse of the green-glass lake, in the warm gold light of the late afternoon that the pavilion always had, the dark honey eyes of the demigod who had been told to ruin her did the shine, one more time, and his mouth did the small bitter, tired half-smile at the corner — and he said, in a voice so low it could not, by ordinary acoustics, have crossed the lake, but which Ellie heard at the small bones at the base of her spine the way you hear a very low note through the floor —

“Next time, Ellie.”

She did not look away.

She held his eyes for one long count of three.

Then, evenly, she said back, in a voice he should not have been able to hear, but did:

“Then come, Hercules.”

The corner of his mouth moved.

It was not, for the first time, the bitter half-smile.

It was, for the first time, an actual smile.

It was the tiredest, most honest smile she had ever seen on the face of a very large brown man with a dead lion at his shoulder.

He inclined his head.

Then he turned, and he walked, slowly, off the ridge above the lake, and the cool gray column of his shape went out of the gold light of the lake and back into the dark, and he was gone.

Cheiron came up beside her.

He set one warm bearded hand on her bare shoulder.

He said, quietly, in a voice she would, for the rest of her life, hear in her sleep, “My lady — I have lived four thousand years. I have seen many women in this lake-light. I have never seen a woman, mortal or otherwise, do what you have just done.”

“What did I do, Cheiron.”

He smiled.

“You said come, lady. You said come, to him.”

“I shouldn’t have.”

“You should not have. He will. And when he does, he will not be a friend, and he will not, also, be only what she has sent him to be. You have made it harder for him to obey her, this evening. That is — that is, lady, a thing she will not forgive. Be careful, in the next two weeks, in your other world. Be very careful.”

“I will.”

“Lykaios will carry you home tonight.”

“All right.”

The young centaur, at the edge of the pavilion, knelt for her again.

She climbed up.

He carried her, slowly, around the lake, up the long meadow, around the burning ring of the silver forest, across the trampled meadow, around the broken cypresses, to the small fold in the land on the back ridge where the path off the side of the dreamworld began. At the edge of the path, he knelt one more time. She slid down. She set, lightly, her right hand at the back of his cream-mane neck, in his hair, the way a friend sets a hand on a friend. His pale blue eyes closed for a single second. He leaned, by perhaps a quarter of an inch, into the press of her palm.

“Goodnight, Lykaios.”

“Goodnight, lady.”

She walked off the side of the dreamworld.

She woke up.

The clock said 5:14. Thomas was a long shape at her left, breathing slowly. The fan was going one, two, three, four. The throw blanket was still over the bedroom mirror. The small ceramic dish on the bedside table was closed. The warm gold mark on the other side of her throat was warm. The dark mark on the marked side was cold.

Her right palm — the palm she had set, in the dream, at the back of a young centaur’s cream-mane neck — was warm and faintly damp.

Her left palm — the palm she had not set on anyone, in the dream, the palm she had only held, deliberately, at her own sternum while she had said come, Hercules across a green-glass lake — was hot.

It was not the heat of skin.

It was the heat of a forge.

She lay there in her dark bedroom for a long minute with both her hands held carefully away from each other in the air over her body — the warm gold one to her right, the hot quiet ember one to her left. She stared up at the ceiling. The fan went one, two, three, four. She said, softly, into the dark, to no one in particular, and to herself, and to the warm hollow under her husband’s jaw, and to the warm grass of a clearing in a forest, and to the high cool gray east half of an Austin afternoon sky, and to a woman with a crown of pomegranate-colored braids in a great hall the size of a cathedral —

“All right. All right. Come on, then.”

She did not, for the rest of the night, sleep.

She did not, for the rest of the night, need to.

The held breath of the city had been let out.

The war was on.






Chapter 19 — Convalescence

Adrian was at his desk before her. His door was open. He was in a fresh white shirt and the charcoal trousers and the watch on his left wrist, and his face — when she stopped in his doorway with two coffees in her hands — was the careful composed Monday-through-Friday face she had not seen in three days.

“Adrian.”

“Ellie.”

“Got a minute.”

“I have all the minutes.”

“Walk with me.”

She set one of the coffees on his desk. She did not set the other on the small console table in the hall. She kept it. She turned and walked, on her own legs, down to the south end of the floor to her glass-walled office. She heard, behind her, his soft confident loafers on the carpet. She did not look back. She opened her own door and went in. He came in after her and closed it behind him.

“Sit,” she said.

He sat.

She did not sit behind her desk. She came around it. She set her coffee on the desk and she leaned, the way he leaned, against the front of the desk, with her hands flat on the glass behind her. The green silk of the blouse lifted, slightly, at the small place under her own ear where the warm bruise of the god of arrows had — Wednesday, three weeks earlier — landed.

Adrian Hale, in the small visitor chair on the other side of her desk, looked at her face.

He did not look at the warm bruise.

He had not, on Sunday afternoon at three in her office — when he had walked in in his jeans and his wrong-day soft white t-shirt and the watch on his bare left wrist, with the wrong-day weather of his weather eyes and the wrong-day quiet of an empty firm in the building around them — looked at the warm bruise either. The Monday-through-Friday face had held even on a Sunday, even out of his suit, even when he had come in to say what he had come in to say. The hands had stayed at his sides.

She had known, on Sunday afternoon at three, with her own back against the cool glass of her own desk, exactly where his hands were and exactly where they were not.

“Sunday,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I was wrong to push you out the way I did. I was right to push you. I was wrong to do it the way I did. You were wrong to come on a Sunday in jeans into the office of a married woman you have told you are in love with. You were wrong to say what you said. We were both wrong. We are not — Adrian, we are not going to do that again. We are not going to be the kind of people who do that again. Not with the work we have on the books. Not with the careers we have on the books. Not with the marriage I have on the books. Not with the silence you have on the books. Not again. Are we agreed.”

“We are agreed.”

“Good.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I am — I want to say one thing. Then I want to never say anything again about Sunday. May I say the one thing.”

“Say it.”

“It was the most awake hour of my life.”

She closed her eyes.

The flat hard place in the center of his chest under her palm came back to her in the dark of her own eyelids. She opened her eyes again, and she said, with no edge in it, with no music in it, with the quiet honesty of a woman who had decided, on a Tuesday night, that she was no longer going to spend her life pretending she did not know who the men in her life were —

“Yes. Adrian. Mine too.”

He looked at her.

The strange weather eyes — the gray-blue that had not yet decided what it was going to be — did not decide. They held the undecided thing, openly. They held it with a kind of relief.

“Then we will, professionally, never say it again.”

“Then we will, professionally, never say it again.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you.”

He stood up.

He did not, immediately, leave.

He stood with both his hands in the pockets of the charcoal trousers, in the middle of her office. He looked at her for one half-second longer than the meeting required. His mouth tightened carefully at the corner. In a voice so low it could have been a thought: “If anything ever changes, Ellie — I am here.”

“I know.”

“All right.”

He went to the door. He put his hand on the doorknob. He did not open the door.

“Adrian.”

He turned.

“I have been,” she said quietly, “having a very strange three weeks. I cannot tell you about them. I am not, in the next year, going to be able to tell you about them. I want, however, to say one true thing to you, that you can decide what to do with.”

“Yes.”

“You are not the only person I have been falling in love with.”

He looked at her.

He did not — and this was, she would think later, the first thing he did that made her trust him — flinch.

He nodded, once.

“Thank you for telling me, Ellie.”

“You are welcome.”

“Is he —”

“He is not anyone you are ever going to meet.”

“I see.”

“And I am not — Adrian — I am not, with him, leaving my husband either.”

“I see.”

“It is — it is just true. I want to tell you that as the first thing. I am not going to come over to your apartment one night because I have decided, finally, to do the thing we did not do on Sunday. I am, possibly, also not going to come over to his apartment, ever, either. I am, possibly, going to stay with my husband through all of this, in whatever shape comes out the other side. I want you to know that.”

“I know it.”

“Good.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Whatever the strange three weeks are — be careful.”

“I will be.”

“Tell me you will be.”

“I will be.”

“All right.”

He opened the door. He went.

She stood in the middle of her own office for a long moment with her hands flat on the cool glass of her own desk and her head down, and she did not cry.

She got herself a second coffee.

She went back to work.

That night, in her dark bedroom, with Thomas’s slow long warm breath at the back of her neck and the small ceramic dish closed on the bedside table and the small white feather glowing faintly through the lid, she said, in her head, quietly: let me see him. Just for tonight. Just for a little while.

She did not have to name him. He was the only one whose name healed her when she said it.

She slept.

She came up in the gold dapple of the clearing.

It was late afternoon in the clearing. The penny-colored leaves were full of small wind. The spring at the corner sang. The two white deer at the edge of the trees were, this time, on their feet, grazing slowly. Apollo was sitting up against the trunk of one of the silver-pale trees at the edge of the clearing, with his back against the trunk, with the broken lyre in his lap, and the lyre was — when she came closer — being put back together. He had a small piece of pale wood and a small ivory peg and a length of fine gold wire, and he was, with his long careful fingers, splicing the lyre’s neck back to its body. The long burn across his ribs from the underside of the right arm to the place above his hipbone was the dark red color of an old healed sunburn, and the gold dust on his cheekbones had come back, and his hair was tied at the back of his neck with the piece of red thread.

He looked up.

He smiled.

“Ellie.”

“Apollo.”

She came across the warm grass and sat down beside him with her back against the warm silver-pale bark of the tree. She did not, immediately, touch him. She set her own hand flat on the warm grass between them, palm up, and let it sit there — the way you let your hand sit when you have come to see a friend who is not yet ready to be touched. After a moment he set his own gold-dusted hand into hers, palm down, and laced their fingers together.

He did not, for a long minute, say anything.

The lyre, in his lap, knit itself, slowly.

“You are healing,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Your father.”

“Has gone quiet for now. He is on the cliff above the cypresses. He has not, since Sunday, come down.”

“And —”

“And Hera came for you.”

“Yes.”

“In your own kitchen.”

“Yes.”

“You said no.”

“I said no.”

“Ellie.”

“Apollo —”

“You are a thing I had begun, after fifteen hundred years, to believe was no longer made.”

She turned her face to him.

“What thing.”

“A woman a queen could order to walk away from the men who wanted her, and who, when offered the easy door, would not take it. There were such women, once. I have not, in this house, met one in some time. I — Ellie — I have known a great many beautiful mortal women in three thousand years. I have not, since the early centuries, met one who had this in her. I am not — I am not, this afternoon, going to say more about it than that. But I want you to know that what you did in your kitchen on Tuesday at four in the morning was a thing my father will never, in his life, forgive himself for not knowing how to do, and it is also the thing that has — I think — made my brother, the demigod, not, in advance, willing. It is the thing. I love you, mortal woman, for many reasons, and that is the largest one.”

She did not, for a long time, answer.

Then she said, softly, “Apollo.”

“Yes.”

“What is going to happen.”

“In the next two weeks?”

“Yes.”

He looked at the lyre in his lap.

“Hera will move again. She will not, this time, send my brother. She has, in her hand, more than one piece. She will use them in order. She will use the smaller before the larger. She will use a vintner who has been amusing himself at the edges of all of our lives for the last two months, and she will use a mortal woman in your other world whose office you used to share, and she will use, eventually, the demigod. She will use him last because he is the largest piece, and because she is not, after Tuesday, certain she can make him do what she has told him to do. She will spend the next two weeks tightening the orders on him. She will spend, also, the next two weeks looking for something to hold over him, or someone, that he loves and that she can therefore use against him. She will not find one. He has not, in four thousand years, allowed himself to love anyone she could touch.”

“What is the largest piece.”

“The demigod.”

“What is worse than the demigod.”

He looked at her.

“Ellie.”

“Tell me.”

“My father.”

“He won’t —”

“He will if she pushes hard enough. She has been, my Ellie, in his ear for four thousand years longer than you have been on the earth. She has, in three hundred fights with him over three hundred mortal women, won perhaps thirty. She wins about one in ten. The thirty are — Ellie — the thirty are the ones we do not, in this house, talk about.”

“You think —”

“I think she will spend the next two weeks moving the smaller pieces, and that if she cannot, with the smaller pieces, get you to walk through a door of her own choosing, she will go to my father. He is — he is, when his pride is wounded, a thing none of us in this house can stop, including me. I am telling you this so you know. I am also telling you this so you know that we are not — Ellie — we are not going to lose this fight. We are simply going to lose some of the rooms in it. I want you to be ready for that.”

“All right.”

“Now lie down.”

“What.”

“Lie down. I am going to play for you. The lyre is, finally, back together. I would like, before you go home, to hear it play one more time on its first day.”

She lay down.

She lay down on the warm grass beside him, her hair in his lap, her hands folded on her stomach. Apollo set the lyre across his thighs above her cheek. His fingers found the strings. The music came up out of the strings the way the music had come up the first afternoon in the clearing. Ellie — in the grass, with the gold light through the penny-colored leaves and the small wind in the trees and the spring chiming at the corner and the two white deer at the edge of the trees — closed her eyes.

She did not cry, this time.

She did not need to.

When the music ended, Apollo set the lyre down.

He set his warm palm against her cheek.

“Ellie.”

“Mm.”

“Lykaios is at the lake.”

“Yes.”

“He has not, in three days, gone home to his herd. He has been at the lake. He is — Ellie, listen. I think he is beginning to fall in love with you.”

She opened her eyes.

She looked up at the gold-dusted face of the god above her.

“Apollo.”

“I know.”

“Apollo, I —”

“I know, Ellie. I am not — I am not jealous. I am the god of music and prophecy and reasonable thinking. I am also, at this point in my life, old enough to know that the kind of love a young centaur can have for a mortal woman who has set her hand once on the back of his neck is not the kind of love any of us in this house need to put a stop to. It is not, anyway, a love either of you would be allowed to do anything about. But — Ellie — I want you to know it. I want you to be careful with him. He has not, in his life, been chosen. He will, if you ask him to, die for you. Do you understand.”

She nodded.

“I will be careful.”

“Good. Go to him, when you go home. Sit with him at the lake for an hour. Then go. He will need it. So — to be honest — will you.”

She got up, slowly. Apollo stood up. He did not, in standing, let go of her hand. He held it for a long moment in the late afternoon light at the edge of the grass. Then he kissed her, once, on the forehead, lightly, the way you kiss a sister.

“Go, my Ellie.”

“I love you, Apollo.”

“I know.”

She walked out of the clearing. She walked back through the silver forest. She walked the long path down to the green-glass lake, and at the edge of the lake, in the late afternoon light, by himself, lying on the warm grass with his cream-haired head on his folded arms and his glacier-blue eyes closed, was Lykaios.

He opened his eyes when she came up.

He did not, for a moment, move.

Then he scrambled, the way a young centaur scrambles, the way a young man scrambles when he has been caught half-asleep on the grass by the woman he has been waiting for, into a kneeling position with his haunches tucked sideways and his man-half turned toward her, and he said, quickly, “My lady. I did not — I did not hear you come.”

“I’m sorry I startled you.”

“You did not. I was — I was —”

“Lykaios.”

“My lady.”

“Sit with me a little.”

He folded his long legs back down onto the warm grass. She sat, lightly, in the curve of his folded body, with her back against the warm cream-haired flank of his horse-half and her shoulder near his man-half shoulder, and he, after a single private surprise that flickered and was gone, carefully, as if he were afraid the gesture would shatter, set his man-half right hand at the side of his own knee, with the palm up.

She set her hand in his.

His hand closed around hers, slowly, with the slow gentleness of a young man who had been told he was allowed to hold the smaller bird, and the pale blue eyes did not flick away.

“I have been worried about you,” he said quietly.

“I know.”

“I would have come to your other place if you had asked me.”

“I did not ask you because you cannot be in my other place, sweet boy.”

“I would have tried.”

“I know.”

She set her cheek, lightly, against the bare cream-haired skin of his shoulder. She held his hand. They sat for an hour at the edge of the green-glass lake without speaking, while the late afternoon light moved across the surface of the water and the pale-orange feet of the long-legged white birds at the far edge of the lake stepped, very precisely, between the reeds.

After an hour she said, “I have to go home.”

“I know.”

“Walk me to the path.”

“My lady, I will carry you to the path.”

She laughed.

He carried her — at a slow walk, this time, not a canter — back across the meadow, around the burning ring of the silver forest, up the long ridge, to the small fold in the land where the path off the side of the dreamworld began. At the edge of the path, he knelt one more time. She slid down. She set, lightly, her right hand at the back of his cream-mane neck, in his hair, the way a friend sets a hand on a friend. She leaned, briefly, and set her forehead against his.

“Goodnight, Lykaios.”

“Goodnight, my lady.”

She walked off the side of the dreamworld.

She woke up.

The clock said 5:52. Thomas was a long shape behind her. The fan was going one, two, three, four. The small ceramic dish on the bedside table was closed, and through the lid the small white feather glowed, lightly, the warm gold of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon.

Her right palm — the palm that had held the bare hand of a young centaur for an hour by the green-glass lake — was warm.

The skin of her forehead was warm.

She closed her eyes and lay there listening to her husband breathe, and quietly, without thinking about it, she set her right hand, palm flat, at the warm long shape of his ribs.

He breathed. He slept on.

She did not, for the rest of that morning, take her hand off him.






Chapter 20 — The Honey Stand

Saturday they went to the farmer’s market on Burnet.

Lily had insisted. Lily, two days out of the ER, with a small white square of gauze still taped above her left eyebrow, had decided that the cure for being almost killed on Mopac was for the four of them — Lily, Brett, Thomas, Ellie — to walk slowly through a Saturday-morning farmer’s market in the ordinary good-summer light of central Texas and buy peaches, corn, a single overpriced jar of locally made apricot jam, and maybe — Lily had said, with a slow tired half-smile — if any of you sees a stand selling honey from happy bees, I am going to want it.

So they went.

The market was on the field behind the elementary school on Burnet. The sun was high. The air was warm and dry. The stalls were the ordinary stalls of an Austin farmer’s market in late July — the heirloom tomato people, the heritage cucumber people, the goat cheese people who had been there for fifteen years, the woman who made a kind of spiced nut Ellie liked, the boy with the two big cardboard boxes of okra. Thomas held the basket. Brett carried the two-year-old, who was, this morning, walking on his own as much as he was being carried. Lily walked in front, slowly, with the small white square of gauze and the unhurried gratitude in her shoulders.

Ellie walked behind.

Ellie had, that morning, brought the small white feather in the small zip pocket of her work bag. The work bag was over her shoulder. The warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat was, all morning, faintly warm.

She saw the honey stand from twenty feet away.

She did not, at first, look at the man at the stand.

She looked at the honey. The honey was in small clear glass jars on a long folding table, with a small chalkboard sign in good handwriting that said: Hill Country wildflower. Mesquite blossom. Pomegranate. Cypress.

Pomegranate.

She looked up.

The man at the stand was lean and sun-browned, in his late twenties, with sleeves rolled past his elbows and dark hair curling and longer than was tidy, and a single small silver hoop in his left ear.

He smiled at her.

The smile was a warm wine-stained warmth she had seen, exactly twice, in her life.

“Ellie,” he said.

“Hello.”

“I am surprised to see you out here.”

“I am surprised,” she said evenly, “to see you out here too.”

“Mm.” He shrugged. “I move around. The work changes with the season. Last month I was making wine. This month I am making honey. Next month, who knows. It is a small life. It is a free life. Honey?”

Lily had drifted up beside her.

Lily was reading the small chalkboard.

Lily said, “Oh, pomegranate? That’s wild. I have never had pomegranate honey.”

“You will not, anywhere,” said the Vintner, easily, “find pomegranate honey of this quality elsewhere in the city. I would offer you a taste. I would, however, like to offer the first taste to your friend, who is, I think, a more particular palate than you are. May I.”

“By all means,” said Lily, who liked bartenders.

He picked up a small wooden spoon. He dipped it in a small jar. He held the spoon out across the long folding table to Ellie, his eyes flatly patient, not matching the easy market-stall warmth of his mouth.

“Ellie.”

She took the spoon.

She held it between thumb and forefinger an inch from her mouth. She did not, immediately, put it in.

“Tell me what’s in it,” she said quietly.

“Oh, just honey, lady. Just honey. You will find, however, that honey carries — as wine does — the words of the bees that made it. These bees have been, this season, particular about what they speak.”

“What did you do.”

“I am giving you, in a market, in front of your husband, in front of his sister, in front of her two-year-old, a piece of information. It is not poisoned. It is not, however, untruthful. Drink, lady, and I will charge you for it, and you will go on with your day, and you will come back this evening, alone, to think about what you tasted. That is all.”

She looked at him.

She put the spoon in her mouth.

The honey was — first — only honey. It was a thick dark honey, with a deep almost-savory undernote. It was the taste of pomegranate as honey carries pomegranate, which is to say only in the tail of the swallow. It was very good.

The information was in the second swallow.

The information went down in the second swallow the way a small drop of dye goes through clear water — slowly, and then in every direction at once. She felt, behind her sternum, the bright fast pull of a thread. The thread went, like a long thin gold line, from the flat hard place at the center of her own chest, across the warm summer air of central Texas, out across the river, across the plain, across an entire continent, across the Atlantic, across a sea, across a mountain range she had never seen, and into a high cool gray throne room she had stood in once on a Tuesday morning at four — and at the far end of the long thin gold line, sitting in her chair, in the white linen dress, with the cherry-wine braids and the gray-November eyes —

— Hera was, with one finger, slowly turning a small bronze coin on the inside of the palm of her own hand.

The coin had a face on it.

The face was the face Ellie had seen in the small white china dish on her bedside table at five thirty on Sunday morning.

The face was her own.

She closed her eyes for a half-second.

She opened them.

The Vintner was watching her.

He did not smile.

He said, softly, very quickly, in a register that the air over the market should not, by ordinary acoustics, have carried, “There is a coin with your face on it on the inside of her palm. She is going to give the coin to the demigod. When the demigod has the coin, he will have a thing in his hand he can find you with — anywhere, in any world, in your office, your kitchen, your husband’s bed. You have, perhaps, three days. After three days, Ellie, even your golden one will not know where you are. Do you understand.”

She nodded, slightly.

“How do I —”

“You don’t. Not the coin. The coin will be made. The coin is, a thing she is allowed to make. The thing you must do is decide where you want to be when he comes for you with the coin in his hand, because where you choose is the thing I am here to tell you about. You should not be in the labyrinth. You should not be in the meadow. You should not be in the silver forest, and you should not, any longer, be in the clearing. The clearing has been seen now. The clearing is no longer, after Sunday, your safe room. None of those rooms is, any longer, your safe room. You must pick a new one. You must pick a new one before the coin is finished. Do you understand.”

“Where —”

“That, lady, is for you. I do not, at this market, get to choose for you. I will tell you only this. The new room must be a room nobody else has, in the dreamworld, ever been in. It must be a place you have not seen any of us. It must be a place you have not seen the demigod. It must, also — and this is the difficulty — be a place you yourself have been. In your other life. With your hands. With your bare feet. A place your body knows. Pick the room and dream yourself into it, and when he comes for you with the coin, that is where the coin will take him. Do you understand.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

She handed the wooden spoon back.

“How much,” she said.

“Twelve dollars for the small jar.”

“I’ll take two.”

He laughed — the warm wine-stained laugh, this time with a thin bitter edge to it that was not, when she looked, a friend’s laugh.

“You are kind, lady. You will not need two. You will need one, and the one you need is this one.” He picked up a small jar of cypress honey. He set it in her hand. “The cypress honey is for your husband. You will give it to him tonight. He will eat it. It will help him sleep through whatever happens at the apartment in the next three nights. He will not, in particular, hear anything. Now the pomegranate is for you. You will eat it the night you have decided where the new room is. It will help you reach the new room cleanly. Twelve dollars.”

She paid him.

He smiled at Lily.

“And for the lady with the gauze — Hill Country wildflower, with mesquite. On the house. Welcome back to the world.”

Lily laughed. Lily took the small jar.

Brett bought peaches. Thomas bought a small bag of okra, because Thomas, who had grown up in southern Indiana, considered okra to be a moral obligation. Ellie put the two small jars of honey — the cypress, the pomegranate — in her bag, where the small zip pocket already held the white feather. When the zip pocket closed over the jars, the feather glowed, faintly, the warm gold of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon.

She did not, when they walked away from the stand, look back.

She did not need to.

The Vintner was, when they were thirty feet down the row of stalls, no longer at the long folding table.

The long folding table was still there.

The small chalkboard sign was still there.

The small jars of honey were still on the table.

The man behind the table was not, when she finally let herself glance back, the same man. The man behind the table was an ordinary white-haired beekeeper in his sixties from Driftwood, who lifted his straw hat at her, and smiled, and went back to his cash box.

She held Thomas’s hand all the way back to the car.

That afternoon she sat at the kitchen island with the small jar of pomegranate honey in front of her and the small ceramic dish in her lap and the small white feather in her right fist, and she made a list.

The list was in her head. The list had to be a list of places her body had been — in her one mortal life — that nobody, in the dreamworld, had ever been.

She thought of the Bloomington bar where she had met Thomas.

The Bloomington bar had Thomas in it. Thomas was in the dreamworld. The Bloomington bar would not work.

She thought of the high diving board at her grandmother’s pool in Indiana. She had stood on it once at nine and had gone back to it once at sixteen. She had not, since sixteen, been there. The pool had been filled in eight years ago when her grandmother had moved.

The high diving board was no good either. The pool was no longer there.

She thought of the small clearing at the back of her parents’ yard in Bloomington with the single old apple tree where she had read all of A Wrinkle in Time in three afternoons in the summer of her twelfth year.

That clearing had her in it. That clearing was, in her body’s memory, exact. The single apple tree. The thick warm grass. The small green glass insulator on the back fence post that an electrician had, fifty years earlier, never come back for.

That clearing had not, in any dream of three weeks, been seen.

She set her right hand over the small ceramic dish.

She closed her eyes.

She thought, deliberately, the apple tree.

Behind her closed eyes, faintly, in the pattern of a single summer afternoon she had not visited in years, she felt the thick warm grass of her parents’ back yard come up under the soles of her bare feet.

She opened her eyes.

She set the small jar of pomegranate honey, unopened, beside the small ceramic dish.

She set the small jar of cypress honey, separately, on the kitchen counter beside the spoon Thomas used for his oatmeal.

When Thomas came in at six from a run, she said, easily, “I bought you a present at the market.”

He laughed.

“Cypress honey?”

“The lady at the stand said you’d like it.”

“I love cypress.”

“Oatmeal in the morning?”

“Oh god, yes.”

He kissed her forehead. He showered. He made her dinner. They watched a movie on the couch. He put a spoonful of the cypress honey on her last bite of toast at dessert, because he was that kind of husband. The warm cypress note in the toast was, when she swallowed it, only honey.

She did not, on Saturday night, eat the pomegranate.

She set the jar on the bedside table next to the small ceramic dish.

She climbed into bed beside Thomas. He held her. She put her cheek between his shoulder blades, and she said, into the warm dark of his back, “I love you.”

“I love you, baby.”

“I love you so much.”

“I know, Ellie. I know.”

She did not, on Saturday night, dream.

The cypress honey was already in him.

He slept the long slow heavy sleep of a man who had been given a small night-pass. Ellie, for one more night, lay in her dark bedroom with her hand on his ribs and the warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat faintly warm. She watched the fan — one, two, three, four — and she counted the days she had left.

Three days.

Maybe two.

She closed her eyes.

She did not sleep.

When the alarm went off at seven, she had a plan.






Chapter 21 — The Beauchamp

The email landed in her inbox at ten on Monday morning.

Subject: Beauchamp, 6 p.m. tomorrow.

Ellie — please. Bar. Just an hour. I owe you a sit-down, and there is a thing I have not been able to tell anyone since they walked me out, and you are the only person I trust to tell. — C.

She read it three times.

She forwarded it to no one.

She did not, all day, answer it.

At six in the evening, on her way out of the office, she paused at her glass-walled door with her bag over her shoulder. She looked at her phone. She opened the email and answered:

Six o’clock. Bar. One drink.

She did not, that night, tell Thomas.

She did not, that night, tell Priya.

She rode home in the summer dusk with the windows down. She made dinner. She put her bare feet in Thomas’s lap. She did not, for the rest of the evening, let her hand drift to her bag at the door.

That night she ate the pomegranate honey.

She ate it on a small spoon, alone, at the kitchen island, after Thomas had gone to bed. She ate one full spoonful. She put the small jar back in the cabinet. She rinsed the spoon. She went to bed.

She lay against the long shape of her husband in her dark bedroom, and she said, in her head, deliberately, the apple tree.

She came up in the small clearing at the back of her parents’ yard in Bloomington at the height of a Saturday afternoon in the summer of her twelfth year.

The grass was the grass she remembered. The apple tree was the apple tree she remembered. The small green glass insulator on the back fence post that an electrician had never come back for was the small green glass insulator. The light coming down through the apple leaves was the dappled warm light of a southern Indiana yard in July. There was a copy of A Wrinkle in Time on the warm grass, the cover bent back the way she had used to bend it, with a small piece of grass marking page 168.

There was no one in the yard.

There was no one in the dreamworld in the yard.

She walked across the grass, slowly, with her bare feet pressing the grass flat in a pattern that was the pattern of a girl of twelve. She sat down at the base of the apple tree. She set her back against the warm rough bark. She set her hands flat on the warm grass on either side of her. She breathed, in for four and out for six.

The yard held.

A robin, in a tree at the edge of the yard, sang.

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She was still in the yard.

The yard held.

She let out the long held breath she had been releasing, an inch at a time, since the morning of the iron-bellied half-sky three Sundays earlier.

The yard held.

She woke.

The clock said 4:11.

She did not panic. She did not check the small ceramic dish. She did not look at the bedroom mirror.

She rolled, gently, against Thomas’s warm long back.

She slept again.

She slept the rest of the night.

When the alarm went off at seven, she got up and dressed in the green silk blouse from her first morning under Adrian Hale — because she was not, this evening, going to walk into the bar of the Beauchamp in any other costume.

She went to work. She did Halcyon work all day. She did not, all day, look at her phone. At five forty-five she got into her car and she drove down to Sixth Street. She parked at the lot on Brazos. She walked across the summer evening of downtown Austin to the old red sandstone Beauchamp on the corner of Sixth and Brazos. She walked into the lobby. She walked through the lobby into the long mahogany-paneled bar at the back of the building.

Camille was at a booth in the back corner.

Camille was, this evening, in a soft black dress.

She was alone. She had a glass of white wine on the table in front of her, untouched. She was looking at her hands.

When Ellie came up, she lifted her face, and the face was — for the first time in three weeks — Camille’s actual face. The white-blazer face was gone. The pale-pink-cashmere-friend face was gone. The bright eyes that did the recorder-light thing were, this evening, simply tired, and the fast cataloguing flicker at the corner was, this evening, switched off.

“Ellie.”

“Camille.”

“Sit. Please.”

Ellie sat down across from her. She set her bag at her feet. She did not take off her grandmother’s bracelet.

“Wine?”

“Water.”

Camille flagged the waiter. Water came. Ellie drank a single sip. She set the glass down. She held Camille’s eyes.

“Talk.”

Camille looked at her.

“Ellie.”

“Camille.”

“I have known you, professionally, for two years. I have not been a good colleague to you. I want to start there. I am not going to tell you that I had reasons. I am going to tell you that I was raised, by a woman in Lubbock, to think that a great deal of what mattered in my life was going to be how exactly I behaved at the second-best table I could get into. I am, at thirty-one, finally, very tired of that. I have been very tired of it since they walked me out of the building. I want to apologize.”

“All right.”

“And —”

“And what.”

Camille picked up her wine glass. She set it down again, untouched.

“There is a thing I have not been able to tell anybody,” Camille said. “It is a thing I would not, generally, tell a colleague. I am going to tell you anyway. I am going to tell you because — because, Ellie, I have, in the last three weeks, watched you change in a way I have not, in fifteen years of watching women in offices, watched a woman change. I have watched you become — Ellie — I have watched you become a woman I’m not brave enough to be anymore. I would like to tell you the thing because telling you the thing is the closest thing I am going to do, in my life, to walking the road you are on. May I.”

Ellie looked at her.

She did not know, in the moment, why the small hairs at the back of her neck went up.

“Yes,” she said quietly.

Camille set her hands flat on the table.

“I have had — for fifteen years — a certain kind of dream. They started in college. They went away in my twenties. They came back the year I turned thirty. They are dreams in which I am in a — in a large kitchen. A very large kitchen. The kitchen has a long marble island. There is a woman at the far end of the island. She is — she is the most beautiful woman I have ever — Ellie.”

Ellie’s water glass did not, in her hand, move.

“She has,” Camille went on, softly, very quickly, “cherry-red hair. In a low heavy crown of braids. Her eyes are the color of a sea in November. She wears a long white linen dress. She speaks quietly. She has, for fifteen years, been telling me things, and I have been doing the things, and I — Ellie — Ellie — three weeks ago she told me to do a thing I did at four in the morning in a shared drive, and I lost my job for it, and I have spent the last week trying to decide whether to walk into a deep bathtub or to come find you. I came to find you instead. I am — Ellie — I am telling you this because I think she is doing something to you also. I think you are also dreaming. I think the way you have looked, in the last week, on the eighth floor — like someone who has been seeing things — Ellie — I think you are also one of hers. I came to ask. I came to warn.”

Ellie held very still.

She held very still. Her water glass on the table did not move. The warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat did not get any warmer. But the flat hard place at the center of her chest where she had pushed Adrian Hale two Sundays earlier got faintly colder.

“Camille.”

“Yes.”

“Did she tell you to come here tonight.”

“Yes.”

The water glass in her hand had to be set down carefully; if she didn’t, she suspected, it would slip.

She set it down.

“What did she tell you to say to me.”

Camille closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She said, in a voice that was, this time, neither the white-blazer voice nor the pale-pink-cashmere voice, but the voice of a woman of thirty-one who had been the second-best at a kitchen table for fifteen years and was, this evening, very tired —

“She told me to tell you that I was breaking with her. She told me to tell you that I had decided to come over to your side. She told me to tell you that she would be sending the demigod into the labyrinth on Wednesday, and that you should hide in the silver forest, and that she would not, on Wednesday, look there. She told me to tell you that I was sorry and that I had loved you all along. She told me to tell you that you were the only friend I had ever had. She told me to tell you all of it, and to make sure I cried during the part about the bathtub.”

“Did you cry.”

“I was about to.”

“All right.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I am telling you this because — because, Ellie, I am telling you this. I do not, anymore, care what she does to me. The small bronze coin she gave me — I had it under my tongue at the start of this conversation. It is in my left fist now, under the table, and I am, in three minutes, going to walk to the bathroom of the Beauchamp, and I am going to flush the small bronze coin down the toilet, and I am going to leave by the side door, and I am going to drive home, and I am going to take a sleeping pill that has, at this point, no business being legal in Texas, and I am going to find out, in the morning, what a woman without her queen wakes up like.”

“Camille —”

“Don’t. Ellie. Don’t. Do not go to the silver forest on Wednesday. Go to wherever the place she has not been in is. There is a place. There is always a place. Find it. Go there. Do not, on Wednesday, do anything she expects you to do. I — Ellie — I am sorry. I am sorry for everything. The deck. The drive. The Friday at four a.m. The everything. I — I am going to the bathroom now. Goodbye, Ellie.”

She got up.

She picked up her bag.

She walked, slowly, across the long mahogany-paneled bar of the Beauchamp, between the small lighted tables, past the long oak counter, around the corner, toward the bathrooms in the back. In the soft black dress, she carried herself less carefully than she ever had.

Ellie did not, when Camille was out of sight, follow her.

Ellie sat alone in the booth at the back corner of the bar of the Beauchamp with her grandmother’s bracelet on her wrist, the green silk blouse on her shoulders, the warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat warm under her hair. She watched the small lighted tables in the bar around her. She let her right hand drift down — slowly and deliberately — to the small zip pocket of her bag at her feet.

She did not, in the bag, find the white feather.

The white feather was, when she lifted the small ceramic dish in her hand, gone.

In its place, in the small zip pocket of her work bag, was a heavy silver coin she had not, before, seen, with a face on the obverse.

The face on the obverse was the face of a woman she had not yet met.

The face was not Hera. The face was not Camille. The face was a woman with pale curling hair and a private smile at the corner of her mouth and eyes a color the silver of the coin couldn’t quite hold.

She closed her hand around the coin.

She paid Camille’s bill and her own.

She walked out of the Beauchamp into the summer evening of Sixth Street.

She walked the four blocks to her car at the lot on Brazos.

She got in the car.

She did not, when she got in the car, drive home.

She sat in the driver’s seat of her car with the small heavy silver coin closed in her right palm, her left palm flat on the steering wheel, the summer evening pulling slowly down toward dusk over Sixth Street. She said, into the still inside of her own car:

“All right. All right. Whoever this is — show yourself. Now. Right now. I do not have any more time.”

The passenger seat of her car was, when she turned her head, no longer empty.

A woman was sitting in it.

The woman was the woman from the coin.

She was, in person, more dazzling than the coin had let on, and also softer. She was perhaps thirty. She had pale-honey hair that fell, loose, around her shoulders. She had eyes a color Ellie would never find a single name for; they kept shifting — green, then gray, then blue — and they did not, in the second she looked at them, settle. She was wearing a soft cream linen dress with no jewelry. She was barefoot. Her bare feet were on the dashboard. Her toenails were unpainted.

She turned her head toward Ellie.

“Hello, Ellie.”

“Who are you.”

“You know who I am.”

“I do not.”

“You do.”

“Tell me.”

“My name does not, today, matter. What I am is the only one of us who is going to tell you the truth. I am here because the queen has played the small woman in the soft black dress badly, and because the king has played his bull badly, and because his son has played his lyre well but selfishly, and because the demigod has played, on Tuesday morning at four, a thing I have not seen one of his line play in eight thousand years, and because the vintner is not, this season, well enough to play any of you fairly. I am the unedited truth. I am, this evening, going to give you four sentences. I will not be back. Do not look for me. I will not be allowed.”

“All right.”

The woman smiled.

She smiled the private smile from the coin. The smile, in her actual face, was warmer than the coin had been. For a single second, Ellie felt a strange old grief in her sternum — the way you feel a grief in your sternum when somebody who ought to have been your friend in another life sits down across from you and you both know.

“First,” the woman said quietly. “Your husband does not need to die. He is, in this house’s reckoning, no god’s business. He is your old life. He is a man. He is yours. If you walk carefully, he will live. The queen is not after him. He was a feint.”

Ellie did not breathe.

“Second. The man at the long oval table is not — Ellie — is not a god’s. He is a man, a complicated one, lately a worried one, but a man. He is yours, to the extent you choose him. Do not waste, in this war, your worry on him. He will survive. The cost of his survival is not your worry.”

“Third. The young centaur who has fallen in love with you will, in the next two weeks, be killed — by my own grandfather, in a moment of poor judgment. There is nothing you can do about this. You may, if you wish, prepare your heart. He will die because he has been, in this fight, where you asked him to be. You have not, in this, been wrong, but you should know.”

“Fourth — Ellie, listen to me — fourth, the demigod is not a god’s either. He is mortal. He is, in his soul, mortal. He has been, for four thousand years, the queen’s ringer in this house, but he is, by his own bones, no god, and he has — this is the small dangerous fact, this is the fact you should hold, this is the fact for which I am going to be, after this evening, in some considerable trouble — he has, in his entire four thousand years, never been chosen. When you call him, on the night he comes for you, you must not, Ellie, run. You must call him by his name. You must look him in the eye. You must, when he asks the question he is going to ask, give him the answer no one has ever given him. If you do this — if you do this, my dear, and only if you do this — the queen loses him. The queen loses him forever. The queen, without him, has nothing in this house but my grandfather’s drunkenness and my husband’s compliance, and neither will, in the long run, hold.”

Ellie sat with both her hands on the steering wheel — her water glass at her feet from a bar she was no longer in, the small heavy silver coin closed in her right palm, the summer evening of Sixth Street settling pink and gold across the windshield of her car. She did not cry.

She said, quietly, “What is the question he is going to ask.”

The woman in the cream linen dress smiled.

“You’ll know.”

“Aphrodite —”

“You knew.”

“I knew.”

“Goodbye, Ellie.”

“Will I see you again.”

“No.”

“Will the centaur —”

“No.”

“Aphrodite.”

“Ellie.”

“Thank you.”

A brief old grief showed at the corner of the woman’s eyes.

“Run a good war, mortal woman.”

Then the passenger seat was empty. The summer evening pulled the rest of the way down to dusk over Sixth Street. The streetlights came on, one at a time, down the block. Ellie sat in her own car with the small heavy silver coin closed in her right palm.

She drove home.

She made dinner.

She told Thomas she loved him three times. She did not tell him, at any point, what she had decided. She did not tell him about Camille. She did not tell him about the woman in the cream dress. She did not tell him about the apple tree.

That night, in the dark, with him asleep against her back, she said, in her head, evenly, with no fear and no plea — Lykaios. Sweet boy. Tell Cheiron. Tell Apollo. Tell my friends. Goodnight.

Then she turned over, and she closed her eyes, and she slept.

She did not, on Tuesday night, dream.

She did not need to.

Wednesday, she knew, was coming.






Chapter 22 — The Apple Tree

The green silk blouse came back out of the closet on Wednesday.

She wore it under the soft dove-gray cardigan her grandmother had given her on the last good Christmas in Indiana, before the diabetes had taken the back of her grandmother’s hand. She wore it over the dark slim jeans she had bought in the spring at a small shop on South Congress. She wore it because the silk against her skin, when she sat at the kitchen island with her coffee at six in the morning, was the only thing on her body that didn’t make her flinch.

She had slept perhaps four hours.

She had dressed in the dark.

She had stood for a long time, in her dim bedroom, with one hand on the small ceramic dish and the other on the small heavy silver coin from the passenger seat of her own car, and she had said, in her head, deliberately, Aphrodite. Whoever you really are. Wherever you really are. Thank you.

The coin, on her palm, had gone, briefly, warm.

She had set it back in the small zip pocket of her work bag.

She had walked into the kitchen.

She had stood in the gray dawn at the kitchen counter and watched her hands grind the coffee. She had seen the fast tremor at the underside of her right wrist. She had watched the slow flush move up her own forearm — pale at the elbow, deepening at the back of the wrist, gone by the time she set the grinder down. She had thought, very calmly, the way you think when you have already, at some level, made a decision and are only waiting for the rest of you to catch up: yes. I am ready. Yes. Whatever this is going to be, I am ready.

She drank a glass of water.

The water was cold.

The water went down the long line of her throat and gathered, briefly, at the small hot place at the underside of her sternum, and the small hot place did not, this morning, cool with the water. It stayed hot. It had stayed hot, off and on, for an hour. It had stayed hot the way a stone stays warm in a hand that has been holding it for a long time.

She drove to work.

She did Halcyon work, all day, with her glass-walled door open and her hands very steady on her keyboard and her face composed in a way she had spent two years training the office to expect from her. Adrian came by once. He brought her a coffee. He did not set it on her desk; he set it on the small console table outside her door, the way she had used to set things on Phil’s desk in the first month she had come to work at this firm. He looked at her through the glass for a half-second longer than the gesture required. Then he walked away.

At twelve-thirty, she put her hand to her own jaw.

The warm gold mark on the bare side of her throat — the mark Apollo had set, with his teeth, in the grass of the clearing — was, briefly, hot under her hair.

She put her hand down.

She pretended to read an email.

At three Priya came by.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“You’re a million miles away.”

“I know.”

“Is everything —”

“Priya.”

“Yes.”

“Saturday I will tell you. Some of it. I promise.”

“Ellie.”

“Saturday.”

Priya looked at her for a long minute.

She nodded, once, and went back to her cube.

At five Ellie left the office. She drove home. She made dinner — pasta with butter and parmesan and a small spoonful of the cypress honey on the bread, because Thomas, in the kitchen, said, easily, I am still on the cypress kick — and she watched, all through the meal, his face under the lamp.

He ate. He drank a glass of red. He told her a long quiet story about Lily, about the pickup driver, about the three weeks his sister was going to spend at home before the doctor would clear her to drive. He told her about a small dog the two-year-old had wanted to pet at the park. He laughed at his own story. The laugh, in the small warm kitchen, was the laugh she had been falling in love with for five years.

She ate her own dinner.

She watched him.

She told him, when he had set down his fork, that she had a long day and that she was going to bed early.

He said, “Okay, baby.”

“Will you stay up.”

“I will stay up.”

“Promise.”

“I promise.”

“Will you eat the rest of the toast.”

He laughed.

“You and the toast.”

“Eat the toast, Thomas. Promise me.”

“Ellie, I will eat the toast. Are you all right.”

“I am all right.”

“Promise.”

She smiled. It was the first real smile of her day.

“I promise.”

He kissed her forehead. She washed her face. She brushed her teeth. She walked the small narrow hall of the apartment to the bedroom. She did not, in the bathroom, look at the mirror. She did not, in the bedroom, turn on the lamp.

She closed the door, softly, behind her.

She stood in her dark bedroom for a long minute.

Then she crossed to the bedside table. She lifted the lid of the small ceramic dish. She took out the small jar of pomegranate honey. She unscrewed the lid. She took the small spoon she had set on the nightstand the night before.

She ate one full spoonful.

The honey went down the long line of her throat the way the honey had gone down at the market — first only honey, then, in the second swallow, the long thin gold line through the room she had been keeping shut. This time, the line did not go to the cathedral kitchen of the queen. This time, the line went the other way — west, across her own ribs, across the slow drum of her own pulse, down her own arm, into her own palm, where it gathered, briefly, like a bright pool.

She felt, behind her sternum, the small flat hard place where she had pushed Adrian Hale on a Sunday morning.

She felt, on the side of her own throat, the warm gold mark Apollo had set with his teeth.

She felt, on the side of her own cheek, the warm ghost shape of an enormous brown palm.

She felt all of it, and she did not, for one long count of three, breathe.

Then she breathed.

She set the spoon down.

She closed the small jar.

She climbed into her own bed, in her own dark bedroom. She lay back, slowly, against the pillow. She set her right palm flat at her own sternum. She set her left palm flat at her own hip. She said, in her head, evenly — with no fear and no plea, with only the same brisk efficient kindness her mother had used in the kitchen in Indiana when Ellie had been six and could not stop crying because of the robin: the apple tree. Take me. Now.

She closed her eyes.

She came up in the small clearing at the back of her parents’ yard in Bloomington at the height of a Saturday afternoon in the summer of her twelfth year.

The yard held.

The light coming down through the apple leaves was the dappled warm yellow light of southern Indiana in July. The grass under her bare feet was the thick warm grass she remembered. The single old apple tree was the apple tree. The small green glass insulator on the back fence post was, when she glanced at it, still small and still green and still glass. A Wrinkle in Time was, where she had set it down on the warm grass an hour earlier in the lifetime of her twelve-year-old self, on the warm grass, with a single thin blade of grass stuck between page 167 and page 168.

Ellie sat down at the base of the apple tree.

She set her back, carefully, against the warm rough bark.

She set her hands flat on the warm grass on either side of her hips.

She breathed, in for four and out for six.

The yard held.

The robin in the tree at the edge of the yard sang.

She reached over without looking and picked up A Wrinkle in Time. The cover was warm. She opened it to the marked page. She read, in the dappled warm afternoon light of Indiana, the page she had read at twelve. The words were the same words. The blade of grass, when she lifted it out, was the same blade of grass.

She read for a very long time.

She did not, for what was either an hour or four hours, look up.

When she finally did look up, the air had changed.

The change was not a change in the air. The change was a change in the fence line.

The fence line of her parents’ back yard — the low gray cedar fence with the green-painted gate at the south end and the small mailbox-style birdhouse at the north end and the climbing dark-pink rose on the post by the gate — was, when she looked at it, still all of those things, and was also, in some way she could not name, waiting. The cedar boards were warm. The painted green was warm. The roses were warm. But the air a foot in front of the fence was holding still, and the small green glass insulator on the back fence post was, when she squinted at it, no longer green.

It was black.

The robin in the tree at the edge of the yard had stopped singing.

She set A Wrinkle in Time down on the warm grass. She didn’t mark her place. She closed the book. She put the small thin blade of grass back inside the cover.

She sat with her back against the warm bark of the apple tree, and her hands flat on the warm grass on either side of her hips, and she watched the gate.

She did not breathe in for four and out for six.

She did not need to.

The whole length of her — from the soles of her bare feet through the warm pulse at the back of her ankles to the long line of her thighs to the small hot place at the underside of her sternum to the warm gold mark on the other side of her throat — was, in the warm dappled afternoon light of southern Indiana, going slowly, surely, perfectly awake.

It was not the alertness of fear.

The alertness of fear ran cold. It knotted at the throat and the underside of the wrists. She had felt it at the door of the labyrinth, at four a.m. in her kitchen, at three in the afternoon at the porch railing while a column of cool gray air sat over the high east horizon — and she knew that cold awakeness by now — the small tight high feel of it, the feel that made the inside of her elbows go damp and her breath go short.

This wakefulness was running hot.

Heat ran through her thighs, up her belly, settled hot at her sternum and just under her hipbones, and the small bird on her left hipbone, when she set her left hand flat on it, was, under the silk, briefly, almost burning. Her breath was not short. Her breath was, she noticed with a clinical small flicker of surprise, slow and deep and even, and a single small flush had moved, in the last minute, up the line of her own throat from her collarbone to her jaw, and she could feel it on her skin without touching her skin, and she could feel her own pulse — a clean steady pulse, faster than it should have been, slower than the cold awake had run her — at the underside of her wrist, at the side of her own throat under the gold mark, at the front of her own neck where the silk lay over the small hollow of bone.

She wet the inside of her own lower lip with the tip of her tongue.

She closed her right hand, slowly, into a fist on the warm grass.

She opened it again.

The gate, at the south end of the yard, opened.

It opened the way a gate opens when a person opens it. It did not blow open. It did not appear open. The latch lifted. The hinges, which had been a little rusty for a long time, made the dry chirp they always made. The painted green wood swung in.

He came through the gate.

He came through the gate slowly. He had to bend his head a little to come under the climbing dark-pink rose on the post. The lion-pelt was over his shoulder, the dead jaws hanging beside the line of his cheek. He was barefoot. His feet, on the warm grass at the south end of the yard, made the kind of careful press an enormous brown bare foot makes on grass it has not, in its life, walked on before.

In his right hand he held a small bronze coin.

He stopped at the edge of the yard.

He looked at her.

She looked at him.

She did not stand.

She kept her back against the warm bark of the apple tree. She kept her hands flat on the warm grass on either side of her hips. She met his eyes.

The whole length of her was awake.

The robin in the tree at the edge of the yard did not sing.

“Mortal woman,” he said.

“Hercules.”

“You did not run.”

“No.”

“I told you to run.”

“I know.”

He looked at her for a long minute.

He looked at her in the warm dappled afternoon light of southern Indiana — the small green glass insulator on the back fence post black, the gate behind him swinging slowly closed, the small bronze coin in his right palm warm. Ellie could see the heat coming off it, the very faint shimmer of warmth on the metal. His face slowly shifted the way it had at the stone at the edge of the silver forest. The dark honey eyes had the brief shine of tears. The bitter, tired half-smile pulled at the corner of his mouth.

“You should not be at peace right now.”

“No.”

“You should be running.”

“I know.”

“Why are you not.”

“Because I have been running for a year, Hercules, before any of you came for me, and I am very tired of running. Because the woman in the cream linen dress told me what to do, and I am doing it. Because I called you by your name, three nights ago, across a green-glass lake, and you said next time, and this is the next time. Because — Hercules — because I have decided, in the last week, who I am, and who I am does not, this afternoon, run.”

He looked at her.

He held the coin in his right palm, and his fingers, slowly, closed around it.

He took one step into the yard.

Ellie’s whole length was awake.

The flush, at the side of her throat, had spread. It had spread up the back of her ear and down the long line of her shoulder and across the small bones at the front of her chest and was, under the green silk, gathering at the place between her collarbones where the silk lay loose on her skin. The small bird on her left hipbone, under her hand, was hot. The inside of her own lower lip, where she had wet it with the tip of her tongue, was, she found, not yet dry. The small hot place at the underside of her sternum was — she did not have a word for it — wide. It was open. It was the room she had been keeping shut, the room Apollo’s music had sprung in the grass of the clearing, the room Adrian’s hand a quarter-inch from her cheekbone in the storm-light had measured the doorway of, the room Lykaios’s pale-blue eyes had lifted the curtain on at the green-glass lake — the room was, in the small clearing at the back of her parents’ yard in Indiana, with the dark honey eyes of the demigod across the warm grass from her, all the way open.

She did not, in the dream, look down at her own body.

She did not need to.

Her hands, flat on the warm grass on either side of her hips, were keeping her back against the bark of the apple tree by an effort that was not quite her own will.

She kept his eyes.

He took a second step.

He stopped.

His chest, under the lion-pelt, was the warm brown chest she had seen in the labyrinth, the chest with the long old white scars along the sides of the ribs and the one across the throat, and the chest was rising and falling in the long even way of a very large brown man who has been climbing a hill, except — and this, she was certain, was the thing — there was no hill. He was breathing hard because for the first time in four thousand years he wasn’t sure of his own breath.

“Mortal woman.”

“Hercules.”

“I have a coin in my hand with your face on it.”

“I see it.”

“It was made by my step-mother. She gave it to me yesterday. She told me to find you with it. The coin will, at any time after I open my hand, find you in any room of any world. I do not, at this moment, have to open my hand. I am asking you, mortal woman, in the grass of the small yard you grew up reading in, before I open my hand — I am asking you a question.”

She held his eyes.

She didn’t blink.

The whole length of her was awake.

“Ask, Hercules.”

He looked at her for a long minute.

The tired and bitter thing at the corner of his mouth went, slowly, away.

He said, in a voice so low it could not, by ordinary acoustics, have crossed the warm yard, but which she heard at the small bones at the base of her own spine the way you hear a very low note through the floor —

“Are you afraid of me.”

She did not, immediately, answer.

She let the awake, in the long line of her body, settle.

Her gaze stayed on his.

She said, very evenly, quietly, with no music in it and no edge in it and no plea in it, in the warm dappled afternoon light of southern Indiana in the small back yard of her parents’ Bloomington house:

“Yes, Hercules. Yes, I am afraid of you. And I am asking you to do it anyway.”

For one full count of three, the warm yard was silent.

The robin in the tree at the edge of the yard didn’t sing. The cardinal in the magnolia of an Austin apartment three thousand miles and one whole world away did not sing. The small green glass insulator on the back fence post did not, somehow, do anything. The fan above her bed in her dark bedroom in Austin did not count.

Then — slowly and deliberately, the way a man drops a thing he has been carrying for four thousand years —

Hercules opened his right hand.

The small bronze coin with Ellie’s face on the obverse fell out of his palm into the warm grass at his feet.

He did not look down at the coin.

He looked at her.

The dark honey eyes had a new thing in them that had not, in any of their other rooms, been there.

He said, quietly, “Mortal woman. Ellie.”

“Yes, Hercules.”

He came toward her across the warm grass.

She did not stand.

She did not get up.

She kept her back against the warm bark of the apple tree, and her hands flat on the warm grass on either side of her hips, and the green silk of the blouse loose at the place between her collarbones where the flush was, and the small bird on her left hipbone hot under the silk —

— and the demigod who had been told, by the queen of the gods, four thousand years on a leash, to ruin her —

— came across the warm dappled afternoon yard of her childhood —

— and knelt down in the grass between her own bare feet.






Chapter 23 — The Yard

He was not, in the grass of the yard, the height he had been at the stone at the edge of the silver forest.

He was the height of a man kneeling in front of a woman who was sitting against the trunk of an apple tree. His knees were on the warm grass on either side of her ankles. The lion-pelt had slid off his shoulder and was, now, half-thrown across the warm grass beside him. His huge hands were braced flat on the warm grass an inch outside of her own hands. His broad brown chest was an inch from her bare knees through the dark slim jeans. He was, this close, smelling of crushed grass and woodsmoke and the dust of a long road and a faint sweet old smell of myrrh, and under all of that, the warmer note she had not yet been close enough to him to find — the smell of a man’s skin warmed in the sun.

He did not, immediately, touch her.

He held himself still. He held his hands flat on the warm grass on either side of her own. He held his face inches from her face. The dark honey eyes were very close. A flicker in them — this close — was not old.

She held his gaze.

The whole length of her was awake.

Her own breath had gone, finally, short.

She felt it move at the front of her throat where the green silk lay loose on her collarbones, the silk lifting and settling with the fast pulse at the front of her own neck, the small flush at the side of her jaw deepening under his eyes. Her right hand, flat on the warm grass beside her hip, was, faintly, trembling. The trembling was not the trembling of cold waking. It was the trembling of a hand that had decided, before its owner had fully decided, that it wanted to be on him.

He saw all of it.

She saw him see it.

The dark honey eyes did one slow long thing — they moved, once, down — to her mouth, to the small flush at the side of her throat under the green silk, to the place between her collarbones where the silk was lifting with her breath, to her wrists on the warm grass — and then, slowly, back to her eyes.

He said, quietly, “Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to put a hand on you now.”

“Yes.”

“I am, before I do, going to ask you one more time.”

“Ask.”

“This is not — this is not, Ellie, a thing I will, after this evening, be able to undo. The coin is in the grass. I am not going back to her. The next room I walk into in either of your worlds is the room you walk into. The body I have is a body I have not — Ellie — I have not put on a woman in four thousand years. There is a reason I have not. I do not have, anymore, a sense of how it is to be done with care. I am — I am going to try. I am asking you, before I begin, whether you are sure.”

The small bird on her left hipbone under her own left palm pulsed, hot, once, against her skin. Her right hand on the warm grass made a slow sliding movement of perhaps an inch toward his hand. The silk at her collarbones lifted and settled. The soft flush at the side of her jaw moved up the line of her cheek. Behind her own closed eyes, in the dim, she said —

“Yes, Hercules. Take what you came for.”

He set his huge brown right hand at the side of her jaw.

The hand was warm.

The hand was — and this was the thing that, afterwards, she would not, for the rest of her life, be able to say to any other woman — gentle.

It was the gentleness of a man ordered for four thousand years to do violence with that hand — the gentleness of a man who had the strength to crush her jaw in the palm and was, instead, holding it the way a man holds a small piece of warm glass. The pads of his fingers, broad and warm, found the long line under her ear on the unmarked side and didn’t touch the gold mark Apollo had set with his teeth. They went, instead, down to the soft hollow at the base of her throat where the silk lay loose, and they stopped there, and his palm — the enormous warm flat of it — settled at the side of her cheek the way it had settled at the side of her cheek at the stone at the edge of the silver forest, except that this time, the hand did not let go.

She breathed out.

She breathed out a long slow breath she had been holding for, possibly, a year.

He bent his head.

He set his mouth, softly, on the warm flush at the side of her jaw. He didn’t set his mouth on the gold mark. He set his mouth on the unmarked side, the small triangle of skin at the side of her jaw where neither of the gods had been, the small triangle that was, of all the small private places on her body, the one that was — she realized in the moment his mouth set there — hers. He set his mouth there.

She made a small sound at the back of her throat.

She had not made a sound — not at the meadow with the bulls, not in the grass of the clearing under Apollo’s mouth, not in the conference-room storm-light with Adrian’s knuckles a quarter-inch from her cheekbone. She had not made any kind of sound at all, in three weeks, in any of her rooms.

She made one now.

It was the small helpless sound she made because her body remembered, after long abstinence, that it was a body.

He heard it.

He breathed, against the side of her jaw, a single short quiet breath.

He said, against her skin, in a register that was the register of his low voice on the green-glass lake when he had said next time, Ellie, in the register that lived at the small bones at the base of her spine —

“All right, mortal woman. All right.”

He moved.

He moved the way a very large brown man moves when he has decided, finally, to do a thing he had been told not to want to do. He set his other enormous hand, slowly, at the small of her back. He lifted her, very easily — the way a man lifts something fragile — away from the bark of the apple tree, and laid her down in the grass at the base of the tree. Her hair came down behind her on the warm grass. The lion-pelt was, somehow, under her shoulders by the time the back of her shoulders met the ground. The warm rough fur of the dead lion was — to her surprise — not unkind.

He came down on top of her.

He was not the height of a man.

He was the size and weight of a very large brown man, and the size and weight settled, carefully, on the line of her body — his huge chest against the silk of her blouse, his enormous brown forearms on the warm grass on either side of her head, his bare brown thighs on either side of hers — and he held himself, above her, with the patience of a man who had learned, long before he had been a demigod, how not to crush a smaller thing.

He looked down at her.

She looked up at him.

The flush had spread. It was — under the silk that was lifting at her collarbones and gathering, in soft loose folds, at the place where his weight pressed it down — at the soft skin between her breasts, and at the long line of her ribs, and at the place at the underside of her sternum where the small hot place had gone wide. The small bird on her left hipbone, under her own hand, was — when his weight settled along the line of her own body — caught between his hipbone and hers, and the small bird, pressed against the warm bone of his hip through the dark slim jeans she still wore, went, briefly, almost too hot to bear.

She did not breathe.

He did not breathe.

For one full long count, in the warm dappled afternoon yard of her childhood, neither of them did anything.

Then he kissed her.

He kissed her carefully.

He kissed her carefully — the carefulness of a man learning that carefulness itself was something he had not, before, been allowed to feel. The small bristle of the short black beard at the corner of his mouth caught, faintly, at the corner of her own mouth. His lower lip settled, warm, against the warmth of hers. The tip of his tongue did, lightly, find the small place at the inside of her own lower lip where she had, on Wednesday morning at six, wet her own lip with her own tongue.

She arched, under him, slightly, and her hands, from the warm grass on either side of her hips, came up.

They came up the long line of his ribs.

She set her palms flat on the long old white scars along the sides of his ribs.

The scars, under her palms, were warm.

He shuddered.

He shuddered the way a man not touched in four thousand years shudders when a smaller woman’s palms find the old scars he doesn’t, by daylight, like to think about, and the shudder went up the long line of his back and into the back of his enormous brown neck and into the dark honey eyes and back down the line of his arms to the warm grass where his huge hands were braced on either side of her head, and a single full breath came out of his mouth into the side of her own throat at last, the warmth of him in the warmth of her own pulse at the side of her own neck, and Ellie — under the warm weight of the demigod who had been told for four thousand years to ruin her — let the long slow flush move all the way to the soles of her bare feet.

She turned her face to him.

She set her mouth at the long old white scar at the front of his throat.

She set her mouth, slowly, on it.

He made — for the first time, in the warm dappled afternoon yard of her childhood, against her — a sound.

The sound was not the sound of a god.

The sound was not the sound of a demigod.

The sound was the sound of a man.

It was the low helpless sound someone makes when, after a long absence, the body remembers itself.

He bent his head.

He set his mouth in the warm hollow at the base of her throat where the silk lay loose on her collarbones and the fast pulse at the front of her own neck had been moving the silk since the moment he had walked through the gate. He set his mouth there. He found, with the careful patient pressure of a man relearning the gentle, the small hollow of bone, and the long line of her throat, and the soft place where the green silk gave, and the warmth of her skin under the silk.

She set her hands at his back.

She set her hands at the warm long line of his back, and she set her thumbs, lightly, at the long old white evidence of his life, and she pulled him, slowly, down.

What happened in the grass of the yard, in the dappled warm yellow light of southern Indiana, against the lion-pelt of a thing he had killed long ago, with the small bronze coin still glinting in the grass three feet away from where it had fallen — was not, by any standard of his other centuries — a thing the demigod recognized.

He had been, in four thousand years, taken at the front of every fight he had been ordered to walk into.

He had been, in four thousand years, the warrior who put his hands on the smaller creature and finished her, the way the queen had told him to.

He had not been, in four thousand years, chosen.

Ellie — in the grass of the yard at the back of her parents’ Bloomington house, with her own hands at the long old white scars along the sides of his ribs and her mouth at the long old white scar at the front of his throat and her hipbone with the small bird tattoo under his hipbone and the green silk of her blouse loose under his enormous brown forearm and her hair under the warm rough fur of the dead lion at the back of her shoulders — chose.

She chose with both her hands.

She chose with her mouth.

She chose with the fast pulse at the front of her own neck, and she chose with the long line of her own ribs, and she chose with the slow warm flush of her own thighs as he settled, the heavier of them, into the long line of her own body, and she chose, deliberately, with her own teeth, set lightly, at the place where the old white scar was on the curve of his shoulder where the lion’s claw had once caught him.

When he lifted his head, his eyes were wet.

He held her face in both his hands.

He looked at her for a long, long minute in the warm dappled afternoon light.

He said, against her own mouth, “Ellie.”

“Hercules.”

“I am — I am, mortal woman, yours.”

“I know.”

“You are — Ellie — what are you.”

“I am yours, Hercules. For the next hour. Yours, in this yard. Now. Do it.”

He did.

He set his hands at the buttons of her green silk blouse and undid them one by one, slowly, with the patience of a man who had not, in four thousand years, been allowed to take his time. The blouse fell open. He looked at her — the soft skin between her breasts, the small lace of her bra, the long line of her ribs flushed pink. He bent his head and set his mouth at her sternum. His tongue found the nipple under the lace and pressed, once, slowly, against it.

She arched off the lion-pelt with a sound she had not, in her life, made.

His hand pushed her jeans down her thighs and off, leaving them in a heap on the grass. Her underwear followed. The warm afternoon air on her bare skin was, for one half-second, all she could feel — and then his hand was between her thighs, his fingers parting her, finding her cunt slick and open for him. He slid two fingers into her without effort, knuckle deep, and the small bird on her hipbone, under his other hand, burned hot.

“Ellie,” he said, quietly, against her sternum. “God, mortal woman. Look at you.”

She didn’t have words. Her hips lifted on their own to meet his hand. Her right hand clenched in the grass beside her head. Her left hand — on the long old white scar along his side — gripped him hard enough that her nails left small white half-moons in his bare skin.

He pushed two fingers inside her.

She came on his hand without warning. The orgasm hit her in long shaking waves, her cunt clenching on his fingers, her hips bucking off the lion-pelt — and the sound that came out of her was the helpless undignified sound of a woman who had not, in three years of marriage, in her entire careful Indiana life, ever once let go.

He didn’t stop.

He pulled his fingers out of her — slick, wet — and dragged them, deliberately, across her clit, and circled slowly and then with deliberate pressure until she came. She came a second time before she had finished coming the first. The flush moved up her chest to her jaw, her thighs shaking on either side of him, her mouth open and her eyes squeezed shut against the dappled afternoon light.

“Hercules — Hercules —”

He undid the leather thong of his pelt-wrap. The pelt fell open.

She looked down.

His cock was huge — bigger than she had ever seen, in proportion to the rest of him. Hard, thick, slick at the tip from the sight of her coming on his hand. She hadn’t seen it before. She wasn’t thinking about its size with any part of her old training — no Indiana modesty, no three years of careful married sex — just a hot, dazed yes, without words.

He saw her looking.

He smiled. It was the wolfish smile that had nothing of his old life in it — only the new bright unguarded look of a man being looked at by a woman who was not, anywhere on earth, afraid of him.

“Yes,” she said, before he could ask. “Yes, Hercules. Now.”

He pushed in.

He pushed in slowly — because of his size, because she had to take all of him. Her body opened around him, her pussy stretching to take him, her hips lifting on their own again, to meet him at the root.

She made the helpless sound for the third time.

He started to fuck her.

He fucked her in the grass of her childhood yard with his hands at her hips and his mouth at her throat and his cock driving into her, again and again, the lion-pelt catching at her shoulders, her breasts moving with each thrust, the small bird at her hipbone burning gold under his thumb. She lost the careful Indiana woman in the third minute. She lost the marketing strategist, the wife, the careful daughter, in the fifth. By the time he set his teeth on the small bird at her hipbone she was — for the first time in twenty-seven years — no one she had ever been before. Her hands were in his hair, pulling. Her mouth was at his throat, biting. Her hips slammed up to meet his on every thrust, and she was — in her own voice, in her parents’ yard — swearing.

“Fuck, Hercules — fuck me — don’t stop —”

He didn’t stop.

He came when she came — both of them, a third time for her, a first time for him in four thousand years that mattered. The hot pulse of him coming inside her broke the last careful piece of her. She came around him in long ragged waves, the small bird on her hipbone burning gold under his teeth, her thighs shaking, a sob in her throat she couldn’t, in the moment, name.

The green silk blouse was open at her sternum. The dark slim jeans were a heap two feet from her foot. The grandmother’s bracelet on her right wrist lay against the grass beside her head. The small bird on her left hipbone, under his thumb, became, for the first time in five years, the thing she had let an artist in Bloomington put on her body the year she had married Thomas — birds get to leave — and the thing burned gold under his thumb, a kind of permission.

He was not, with her, kind. He was not, with her, unkind. He was, with her, doing what he had come to do — which was both the thing the queen had ordered him to do and the thing she had asked him to do, and in the grass of the yard those two things were the same thing, and the sameness undid him in a way he had not predicted.

His broad brown shoulders, above her, shook.

It was the smallest tremor.

It was the kind of tremor that runs through a very large body that had, in four thousand years of obedience, never once been allowed, in the moment of its obedience, to love the woman it had been ordered to ruin.

She set her hand, lightly, at the back of his enormous brown neck, in the curls of the short black hair. She pulled his head down to her shoulder. She held him there. The long line of his body against the long line of her smaller body, in the grass — for what was either an hour or four hours, in the dappled afternoon light of southern Indiana — in the room Aphrodite had told her she would find — was held.

When he finally lifted his head, the dark honey eyes had the shine, faintly, at the corners again — and this time the flicker was, faintly, on her own face.

He kissed her, once, softly, on the small flush at the side of her jaw.

He set his forehead against hers.

He breathed out a long slow breath.

He said, quietly, into the warm dappled afternoon air over her own mouth: “She has lost me, Ellie.”

“I know.”

“She has lost me, and she does not yet know it.”

“She will.”

“By morning.”

“By morning.”

“You called me by my name.”

“Yes.”

“Mortal woman.”

“Yes, Hercules.”

“Thank you.”

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She set her hands at the side of his cheek, on either side of the broad brown short-black-bearded jaw, and she said, quietly, in the grass of the yard at the back of her childhood, with her clothes loose around her and her grandmother’s bracelet warm at her right wrist —

“You are welcome, Hercules. Stay, a little, before you go.”

He stayed.

He stayed for what was either ten minutes or an hour. He held her, the lion-pelt under her shoulders, his huge body the long shape of her side, his hand at the long line of her ribs, his face against the warm hollow at the base of her throat, his breath slow.

The robin, in the tree at the edge of the yard, eventually, sang.

The small green glass insulator on the back fence post turned, slowly, from black to green.

The gate behind him, at the south end of the yard, stayed closed.

Ellie lay in the grass with her face turned to the underside of his short black hair, and her hand at the back of his enormous brown neck, and the warm long sheet of flush slowly cooling along the inside of her thighs, and she thought, very calmly, the way you think when you have, after the long doing of a thing, finally, done it: I am not, anymore, the woman who came into this yard.

As the flush cooled, it was the first true thing she had thought in a year.

He sat up, finally.

He did not get all the way up.

He sat on the warm grass at the base of the apple tree with his back against the warm bark, one knee drawn up, the other long brown leg out flat on the grass. He picked Ellie up, very easily, the way a man picks up a smaller bird, and set her across his lap — her cheek against his enormous brown chest, her hand at the long old white scar at the front of his throat. He held her there.

They sat like that, in the warm dappled afternoon light of southern Indiana, for a very long time.

Eventually he said, softly, “She is going to send my father next.”

“I know.”

“She will not, this time, ask him.”

“I know.”

“You will need — Ellie — you will need the golden one, at the end.”

“I know.”

“You will need the man at the long oval table.”

“I know.”

“You will need your husband.”

“I know.”

“You will need the small woman in the soft black dress, the one who walked out of the bar of the Beauchamp last night.”

“What.”

He looked down at her.

The dark honey eyes had an old half-smile at the corner.

“I have been with the queen for four thousand years, mortal woman. I know how she breaks her tools. The small woman in the soft black dress will, in three days, be alive but very alone, and you are going to need her, in this war, more than anyone in either of your worlds yet realizes. Find her. Take her in. Whatever she did to you on the eighth floor, forgive her enough to keep her alive.”

“All right.”

“And — Ellie — I will not, after tonight, be in the silver forest, or the meadow, or the cypresses, or the labyrinth. I will be — I will be where you call me. Anywhere you call me. Do you understand.”

“I understand.”

“Good.”

He held her for a long time.

When he finally set her down on her feet on the warm grass — gently, the way a man sets a smaller bird down — he stood up. He picked up the lion-pelt and set it back over his shoulder. He picked up the small bronze coin from the warm grass.

He held the coin in his enormous brown palm.

He looked at it for a long minute.

Then, deliberately, slowly, he closed his enormous brown fist around the coin.

When he opened the fist, the coin was a soft puddle of warm bronze in his palm, and the bronze, in his palm, was the gold of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon.

He set the small puddle of warm gold metal on the warm grass at her bare feet.

“Yours, mortal woman.”

“Mine.”

“Goodnight, Ellie.”

“Goodnight, Hercules.”

He walked back across the warm yard, on his enormous brown bare feet, past the climbing dark-pink rose on the post by the gate, through the painted green gate, out into the long quiet street of her parents’ Bloomington summer, and the gate closed, behind him.

She stood in the grass for a long time.

She looked down at the small puddle of warm gold metal at her bare feet.

She bent. She picked it up. It was, in her palm, the size of an egg, and the warmth of it was the warmth of a thing that had been held in a man’s hand for an hour.

She closed her hand around it.

She woke up.

The clock said 4:11.

Thomas was a long shape behind her in her dark bedroom.

The fan was going one, two, three, four.

Her right hand was closed.

She opened it.

In her own hand, on her own pulse, in her own bed, in her own dark, in her apartment, in her own life, was a small warm-gold puddle of metal the size and weight of an egg, with no face on it, with only the warm gold of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon, glowing, faintly, against her warm palm.

The dark mark on the marked side of her throat — Zeus’s mark, the bruise mark, the mark she had carried for three weeks — was, when she touched it, gone.

The warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat — Apollo’s mark — was warm.

The small bird on her left hipbone, when she set her hand on it under the sheet, was warm.

The skin of her cheek where Hercules had once, at the stone at the edge of the silver forest, set his palm — was warm.

She did not, for a long minute, do anything.

Then she rolled, slowly, against Thomas’s warm long back. She fitted her face into the hollow under his jaw. She closed her eyes. She did not sleep.

She did not need to.

The held breath of the city, of her, of the warm long body of the world, had — at four eleven in the morning, in her dark bedroom — finally been let out.






Chapter 24 — The Hum

By Thursday morning the air in central Texas had picked up a faint hum.

The hum was not a sound. It was the hum the air gets in the quarter-hour before lightning. It was the hum the inside of your forearms get in the quarter-hour before a phone call. It was the hum the wood floors of an old building get the moment after a freight train has passed. It was, when Ellie stood at her kitchen window with her coffee at six fifteen and watched the cardinal in the magnolia, everywhere.

The cardinal sang.

The cardinal sang the way the cardinal had sung for three years on the magnolia outside her kitchen window, except the song was, this morning, brighter.

She drove to the office at seven thirty.

She walked into her glass-walled office at seven forty-five.

Adrian was in his office. His door was open. He was on a phone call. He glanced up when she walked past. He did the thing — the small Monday-through-Friday careful thing he had decided, on Wednesday at ten in her office, he would do for the rest of his professional life. He held her eyes for half a second longer than the gesture required. His mouth did, briefly, the small unexpected thing it had not done in his face since storm-light.

His eyes had widened.

He looked back at his monitor.

She walked into her own office.

She sat down. She set her bag on the floor. She turned on her monitor. She opened her email. She did not, for a single second, look up.

At seven fifty-two, Adrian appeared at her glass.

He did not knock.

He came in. He closed the door. He stood with his back to the closed door, the way a man stands when he has, for three weeks, been keeping his hands deliberately in his pockets and is, in the moment, not entirely sure what he is allowed to do with them.

She looked up.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“What — what — what happened.”

“Adrian.”

“Ellie. What — I do not, in particular, know how to ask this. You came in this morning and you walked past my door and the air at my doorway changed. It is not, currently, the air in the rest of this floor. The air around your office is — Ellie — it is humming. I cannot — I cannot, in this office, sit at my desk and keep my eyes on my monitor with the air in my doorway humming.”

She closed her email.

She stood up, slowly. She came around her desk. She set herself, deliberately, across the cool expanse of her desk from him, with the desk between them. She set both her hands on the cool glass.

“Adrian.”

“Yes.”

“Sit down, please.”

He sat.

She sat.

She held his eyes across the desk.

“You said something to me, last week, about my having had a strange three weeks.”

“Yes.”

“The strange three weeks have just become a strange four weeks. Last night something happened that I am not, in this office, ever going to be able to tell you about, and I need you to understand a few things at the same time. May I tell them to you.”

“Yes.”

“First. I am all right. I am better than all right. I am better than I have been since I was twelve.”

“Yes.”

“Second. The — the difficulty — that some of you have been worried about for three weeks, on my behalf — is, as of last night, in a different room than it was. Adrian, the hum in your hallway is the change in the room. It will fade in two days. You will be able to sit at your desk by Saturday.”

“All right.”

“Third. The other thing I told you last week, about there being — about someone else — that thing has changed too. I am not, anymore, in love with the person I was in love with last week.”

He held very still.

“I am not, before you ask, in love with you any less either. I am — Adrian — in love with you exactly as much as I was last week. I am, on top of that, in love with — in love with another person — more, now, than I was. Both can be true. I am — I want you to know — I am not, in this office, going to be unprofessional about either of those things. I am not going to come to your apartment, and I am not going to ask you to come to mine. I love my husband. I am — Adrian — I am also a different woman than the one who walked past your door yesterday morning. You should know that.”

“All right.”

“Adrian.”

“Yes.”

“I want to ask you, professionally, to stay. To stay in this firm. To stay, professionally, in my life. Will you stay.”

He held her eyes.

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“You are very kind to ask.”

“Adrian.”

He smiled. It was the private weather smile she had only seen, once, at a long oval table on a Thursday afternoon. It was not, this time, only a smile.

“Yes, Ellie.”

“Get out of my office.”

He laughed.

It was a real laugh.

“Yes, ma’am.”

He went.

The hum, in the doorway, did not, immediately, fade. Priya — three doors down — appeared at the glass at eight fifteen with a face on her like a woman who had walked into a kitchen and found the radio playing in a station she did not recognize.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“What did you do.”

“Priya.”

“Ellie, I am — I am asking.”

Ellie looked at her.

She looked at her oldest friend in this firm — the quick warm older sister with the chips and the eyebrows and the mimosa — and she let the private kind smile happen at the corner of her own mouth.

“Saturday, Priya. Saturday. I am taking you to brunch. I am buying you a mimosa this time. I am going to tell you some of it. I cannot, here, tell you any of it. Saturday.”

“Ellie.”

“Saturday.”

“Tell me you are okay.”

“I am okay.”

“Tell me you are okay in the kind of okay that is okay and not the kind of okay that is a lie.”

“I am okay in the kind of okay that is the first true kind of okay I have been in a year, Priya.”

Priya looked at her.

“All right,” Priya said quietly. “All right. Saturday. I will not say another word until Saturday. I am going to go back to my desk now and keep my eyebrows under control.”

“Thank you, Priya.”

That afternoon she got, in her work email, a single brief message from a sender she did not recognize.

Subject: tonight, Beauchamp bar, 6 p.m.

Ellie — please. I am not a tool of hers anymore. I am asking. — C.

She read it twice.

She forwarded it to no one.

She did not, all afternoon, answer it.

At five forty-five she got into her car. She drove down to Sixth. She walked into the Beauchamp bar. She sat down at the booth in the back corner.

Camille was at the booth.

Camille was, this evening, not in the soft black dress.

She was in jeans and a plain white T-shirt and a pair of tennis shoes, and her hair was in a low quick ponytail with no ribbon, and her face — when she lifted it from her hands, where it had been resting — was the face of a woman who had not, in two days, slept.

The eyes were a different color.

It was, when Ellie sat down across from her, the first thing she noticed. Camille’s eyes had been, for three weeks, the bright quick brown eyes that always seemed to be recording. The eyes, this evening, were a tired quiet middle brown that did nothing.

“Ellie.”

“Camille.”

“You came.”

“I came.”

“Thank you.”

“Tell me what happened to you.”

Camille looked at her.

Camille set her hands flat on the table between them.

“I went home Tuesday night. I flushed the coin. I took the sleeping pill. I woke up Wednesday morning. The dreams were — Ellie — the dreams were gone. I waited. I waited all day Wednesday. I waited last night. I — I have not, in fifteen years, gone two nights without the kitchen. I went to bed last night not knowing if I was going to wake up. I woke up. The kitchen has — Ellie — the kitchen has been taken away. She has cut me off. I am — I am, on Thursday afternoon, the first day of the rest of my life that does not have her in it, and I do not know what to do.”

She stopped.

She wiped her eye with the heel of her hand.

She said, quietly, “I do not have a place to be tonight.”

Ellie looked at her.

She looked at the small woman who had, three weeks earlier, knifed her in front of the senior partner and lost. She looked at the small woman who had, on Tuesday night in a soft black dress, told her the script she had been told to read and walked out of the bar of the Beauchamp into an unsupervised life. She looked at the small woman whom a demigod, in the grass of an Indiana yard last night, had told her, in person, to find and take in.

She held Camille’s eyes across the table.

“Sleep at my apartment tonight,” she said. “On the couch. Thomas is home. I’ll explain it to him on the way over. You can stay until you find a place. I will help you find one.”

Camille’s mouth did one thing.

It was not a smile.

It was the slow, old look of a person who in fifteen years had not been chosen by anyone she hadn’t first paid.

“Ellie —”

“Don’t, Camille. We are not doing the Beauchamp version of this. We are getting in your car. You are following me home. We are going to the apartment. You are going to meet my husband. He is a kind man. He will not, I promise you, ask you anything. Tomorrow we will figure out what kind of life you are going to have. Tonight you are going to eat the rest of the pasta in my fridge and sleep on my couch. I will see you in the parking lot.”

“All right.”

“Camille.”

“Yes.”

“You are forgiven.”

“Ellie.”

“You are forgiven. That is all. Get up.”

Camille got up.

That night Thomas, at the front door of the apartment, looked at Ellie for a half-second, looked at Camille for a half-second, looked back at Ellie, and said, easily, “Hi. I’m Thomas. Are you hungry, Camille? There’s pasta.”

He did not, all evening, ask Ellie a single question.

He set up the couch with two pillows, the throw blanket from the foot of the bed, a small bottle of water, and a paper bag from the bathroom with a new toothbrush in it — because Thomas was the kind of husband who, somewhere in the apartment, kept a small drawer of new toothbrushes for situations exactly like this one. When he handed her the paper bag with her toothbrush, Camille finally cried.

She cried into the soft cushions of the couch in the candlelight in the hall and said, quietly, “I am so sorry. I am — I am so sorry, both of you.”

“It’s okay, Camille,” Thomas said, easily. “Everybody is sorry sometimes. Sleep. We will sort the rest out tomorrow.”

He came to bed with Ellie at eleven.

He fitted his long warm body to her back. He put one big warm arm over her ribs. He kissed the back of her neck.

“Baby.”

“Yes.”

“Whatever happened last night.”

“Yes.”

“You came home.”

“I came home.”

“That is, in my book, the only fact that I require.”

“Yes, Thomas.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, Thomas.”

She slept, finally, against him.

Far up the long thin gold thread of one whole world, in a high cool gray throne room, a queen — sitting in her chair, in the long simple white linen dress, with her bare arms laid along the arms of the chair — closed both her hands into very tight fists. Her cherry-wine braids went, faintly, darker. The long marble table that ran the length of the great hall went, faintly, cold. Every god and goddess in the four corners of the house felt the long marble table go cold, briefly, under their hands —

— and on the cliff above the broken cypresses, in the dark marble pavilion, Zeus, the king of the gods, who had been sitting on the low couch in the linen wrap with his head in his enormous hands for ninety-six hours, lifted his head, finally, in the dark, and his bull eyes —

— in the dark of the pavilion under the high indifferent sky —

— for the first time in ninety-six hours, opened.

And in the warm meadow below the cliff of the cypresses, on the warm grass at the edge of the lake, Lykaios — the young cream-mane bay centaur with the glacier-blue eyes and the small almost-smile at the corner of his mouth — lifted his cream-mane head from the warm grass. His pale-blue eyes turned, slowly, toward the cliff above the cypresses. His glossy young haunches gathered themselves under him as a young centaur’s haunches gather when he is preparing to stand —

— and Apollo, in the gold-warm grass of his clearing, with the lyre on his knees, stood.

He stood up, fast.

He stood up and his face — for the first time in three thousand years — was the face of a god in a hurry.

He went out across the gold-warm grass of his clearing on long warm running strides toward the silver forest at a speed he had not, in his life, used.

The young centaur, he had realized, too late.

Ellie, in her dark bedroom in Austin, Texas — the long shape of her husband at her back, the warm long shape of a small woman from the eighth floor of her firm asleep on her own couch in her living room, the small warm-gold puddle of metal the size and weight of an egg cooling on the small ceramic dish on her bedside table — did not yet know.

She slept on, against Thomas’s warm long back.

She slept the cleanest sleep she had slept in a year.

She would know, in the morning.






Chapter 25 — The Lake

She didn’t look at the clock. She knew. Four eleven. She had been waking at four eleven for three weeks, and four eleven, in this apartment, in this bedroom, in this body, was not a time but a room. It was the room behind the door at the back of her sternum that opened, every night for three weeks, the quarter-second before she had something to know.

The small ceramic dish on the bedside table was, when she lifted the lid, cold.

The small warm-gold puddle of metal the size and weight of an egg had, in the night, gone the matte gray of pewter. The faint warm glow of the wheat field at the end of the afternoon was gone. The metal in her palm was cold and dull and, when she set it back in the dish, made a small final sound on the porcelain.

She closed the lid.

She sat up in bed.

Thomas was a long shape behind her. The cardinal in the magnolia outside the bedroom window was, in the gray dawn, not singing. The fan above the bed was going one, two, three, four. The hum she had carried in her doorway at the office on Thursday morning was, this morning, gone.

She put her face in her hands.

She did not, immediately, cry.

She knew. She did not know what she knew. She knew the way the body knows, before any sound, that someone in another room of the house has fallen.

She got up. She walked, softly, on bare feet, down the small hall of the apartment. The light in the hall was a thin gray pre-dawn. The candle on the kitchen table had gone out in the night. The throw blanket on the couch was folded back; Camille was sitting up on the couch in the dim, with her knees pulled to her chest under the blanket and her hands wrapped around her own ankles, awake.

“Ellie.”

“You’re up.”

“I cannot sleep here.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“It is not your apartment. It is — Ellie — it is the air. The air in your apartment is — I do not have a word for it — it is charged.”

“It is fading.”

“It is not, this morning, fading.”

Ellie closed her eyes.

“Camille.”

“Yes.”

“Do you have a sister.”

“I have a sister.”

“Where does she live.”

“Phoenix.”

“Pack your bag. I’ll drive you to the airport. The eight a.m. flight. I will buy the ticket.”

“Ellie —”

“Camille. The air in this apartment is not, this morning, going to fade. You should not be here today. I will sort the rest of your life on Sunday. Today, you should be in Phoenix. Get up.”

Camille got up.

By six fifteen Ellie had bought the ticket. By six thirty Camille was packed. By seven they were in the car. By seven twenty they were at Departures at Austin-Bergstrom International. Ellie pulled up at the curb. Camille did not, immediately, get out.

“Ellie.”

“Camille.”

“I do not — I have nothing to give you, in this car, in this morning, that is going to be useful. I have a thing I would like to say anyway.”

“Say it.”

“You are, this morning, surrounded. By more than I — even with fifteen years of the kitchen — saw coming. You feel the way a wheat field feels in the quarter hour before a real storm. I do not — I cannot — I cannot, in any of the parts of myself that are mine, help you with what is in there. I am going to Phoenix. I am, in Phoenix, going to start the part of my life that is not anyone’s tool. I will, when I am steady, come back. Until I am steady, I will stay away. You will not, until I come back, hear from me. I want you to know that the not-hearing is not the not-hearing of someone who has gone back to her. I am — Ellie — I am, finally, going to live my own life. I am going to start it today. I want you to know.”

“All right.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Be — be okay. Be more than okay.”

“I will.”

Camille got out.

Ellie watched her walk into the airport with the small black duffel over her shoulder. Camille did not, in the warm gray dawn, look back.

Ellie drove home.

She did not, that day, go to work. She emailed Bill at eight: Personal day, sorry to be a bother, will be in Monday. Bill answered at eight oh five: Take it, dear. We are all very tired this week. — B.

She and Thomas sat on the back porch most of the morning.

The cardinal in the magnolia did not, that morning, sing.

She did not, all morning, tell Thomas what she had felt when she had lifted the lid of the small ceramic dish at four eleven. She did not, all morning, tell him about Camille’s flight. She told him only that Camille had decided, overnight, to go to her sister, and that Ellie had driven her to the airport. He nodded. He kissed her forehead. He went out at noon to the grocery store. He came back with three small bunches of yellow tulips and put them, in three different jars, around the apartment, because he was the kind of husband who, on a difficult day, walked into a grocery store and tried to fix the difficult day with three jars of yellow tulips.

She sat at the kitchen island with one of the small jars of yellow tulips at her elbow for an hour.

She did not, that hour, do anything but watch the small pulse at the underside of her right wrist.

At three she said, “Thomas. I’m going to lie down.”

“All right, baby.”

“Will you sit with me.”

“I will sit with you.”

He came into the bedroom. He pulled the throw chair from the corner up to the side of the bed. He set a glass of water on the bedside table. He sat down with his book. He did not, at any point, set his hand on the bed.

She closed her eyes.

She did not ask anyone to take her anywhere.

She came up in the gold-late afternoon light at the edge of the green-glass lake.

The lake was, this afternoon, perfectly still.

The white birds at the far edge were not stepping. They were not standing. They were, in a long silver arc along the far side of the water, sitting down, with their long necks folded back along their wings. The reeds were not moving. The light was — the only light Ellie had ever seen in any room of the dreamworld — wrong. It was the gold-late afternoon light, but the gold had a thin gray underneath the gold, the way a candle has a thin black underneath the wick when it has been blown out.

The pavilion was empty.

The low table was, when she walked closer, set with the clay jug of cold water, and the bread the color of the sun, and the dark grapes, and the soft white cheese, and the small bowl of honey — exactly the way it had been set on the first afternoon — but no hand had taken any of it. The bread was untouched. The grapes were full.

Around the pavilion, in a wide outer ring on the warm grass, the centaurs were standing.

They were standing without their bows.

They were standing in a perfect ring, all five of them, at the edge of the small bowl of warm grass at the lake-side, with their human-half hands at their human-half sides and their horse-half heads down, and their man-half faces turned in toward the center of the ring. The black-coated centaur with the gold ribbon at his throat was crying. The thin blue-eyed Pholos had set his hand at the man-half shoulder of the great old gray, and the old gray had set his man-half hand back over Pholos’s hand. The old gray had set down his book. The book was on the warm grass at the old gray’s feet.

In the center of the ring, on the warm grass, on the pale cream-and-bay coat she had set her cheek against three nights earlier, on his side, with his man-half folded forward over the place where the man-half met the horse-shoulders and his cream mane spilling out over the warm grass —

— was Lykaios.

Cheiron, the eldest, was kneeling beside him in the grass.

Cheiron’s bearded man-half head was down. Cheiron had set one bearded hand at the cream-mane shoulder of the boy. Cheiron’s other bearded hand was, when Ellie came into the ring, holding the boy’s bare man-half hand.

Apollo was on the other side of the boy.

He was on his knees in the grass.

The lyre was on the grass beside him. The penny-colored leaves of the silver forest, very far up the long meadow ridge behind him, were — Ellie could see, in the gray-gold light — still. The white deer of the clearing were not, somehow, anywhere.

Apollo’s gold-dust shoulders caught the light as they had at the lake.

His face, when he lifted it, did not have the smile.

He saw her.

He held her eyes.

He did not, in the moment, say anything.

The centaurs did not, in the moment, say anything.

The lake did not, in the moment, do anything.

Ellie walked, on her bare feet, on the warm grass, into the ring.

She didn’t know how she crossed the warm grass.

She knelt down on the other side of Lykaios.

She set her right hand on the long warm cream-mane neck of the young centaur in the grass — at the place she had once set it, the place at the back of his cream-mane neck, in his cream hair, the way a friend sets a hand on a friend — and the cream-mane neck under her palm was cold.

The cold of the cream-mane neck went up her own arm.

It went up her own arm, slowly, the way the warmth of a hand laid against warm skin goes up an arm, only this was the cold of a hand laid against cold skin going up the arm, and the cold reached the small flat hard place at the underside of her own sternum, and the small flat hard place went, faintly, cold.

She did not, for one full count, breathe.

She lifted his cream-mane head, slowly, the way you lift a sleeping child you are afraid of waking, into her lap.

She set her cheek, lightly, against the cool cream of his hair.

She did not cry.

She held him.

She held him in the grass at the edge of the green-glass lake — the gold-gray light all around them, the long silver arc of folded white birds, the warm bread on the low table in the empty pavilion, the wide outer ring of the four other centaurs of his herd, his teacher Cheiron’s bearded hand in his bare cold hand. She did not — for what was either ten minutes or four hours — say a word.

When she did, finally, she did not lift her face from his hair.

She said, into his cool hair, softly, “Apollo. What happened.”

Apollo’s voice, across the short space of warm grass, was very quiet.

“My father,” he said. “My father came down the cliff at the end of last night. He came down the cliff alone. He came down with the bolt in his hand. He had been — he had been sitting on the low couch in the pavilion for ninety-six hours with his head in his hands. He had decided, finally, to come for you. He came down the back of the meadow, looking for the path you had taken to wherever it was you went last night. He could not find it. He looked. He could not find it. He came, eventually, to the back ridge above the lake. The lake is not, in this house, his territory. He should not have come. He came anyway. He stood on the back ridge above the lake and he was — Ellie — he was about to throw, blind, the bolt that was in his hand, in the direction the bolt thought you might be. The bolt did not know where you were. The bolt knew only the rough geography of the room. If he had thrown it blind from the ridge, the bolt would have gone — Ellie — the bolt would have gone, with the line that takes a bolt to a thing it loves, toward the apple tree. It would have crossed the lake and the meadow and the gate at the south end of the yard, and it would have come down through the warm dappled afternoon light of southern Indiana, and it would have, in the grass of your parents’ yard, found you and the demigod in each other’s arms. He would have killed you both.”

Ellie didn’t lift her face from the cool of the cream hair.

“And —”

“And — Ellie — and Lykaios was at the lake. Lykaios had not, in three days, gone home to his herd. Lykaios was at the lake, on the warm grass at the very edge of the water, with his cream-mane head on his folded man-half arms, because he had decided, on Tuesday afternoon, that he was going to wait at the lake every night until you came back, in case you needed him. He saw my father stand on the ridge. He saw the bolt come up in my father’s hand. He stood up. He did not call. He did not have time to call. He turned, fast, the way only a young centaur can turn, and he went up the slope of the back ridge at a flat-out sprint, between my father and the line the bolt would have taken — and the bolt came down — and the bolt found — and the bolt — Ellie — the bolt found him instead. He took the bolt for you. He took it standing. He made — he made one sound. Then he was, on the warm grass at the top of the ridge, on his side, with his cream mane spilling, and my father — my father — was already on his knees beside him.”

Finally, in the grass at the edge of the green-glass lake, in the gold-gray light, with the cool cream-mane head of the young centaur in her lap, she wept.

She wept the slow deep weep of a woman who had not, in her life, lost a son.

She wept the way the body weeps when the body has, finally, been given a thing to weep about.

The centaurs, in the wide outer ring, did not, for a long time, move.

After a long time, Cheiron lifted his head.

His own bearded face was wet.

“Lady,” he said quietly.

“Cheiron.”

“He went, when he went, smiling.”

“What.”

“He had time, the second before the bolt, to smile. He turned at a sprint up the ridge with the bolt coming down. He was the only one in this house who had decided to be there. He was the only one who saw what was going to happen. He had — he had time, lady, between the throw and the strike, to look back over his cream-mane shoulder and see, on the warm grass at the edge of the pavilion, your face in his head, where you had set your forehead against his on Wednesday night when you had gone home. He had time, lady, to think that he had, in his life, been chosen by you. And then he smiled. Then the bolt came. He did not, lady, die, in his last second, alone.”

She wept for a long time.

When she finally, in the grass, lifted her face from the cool of the cream hair —

— Apollo was looking at her.

He had not, in the long hour, said anything more.

He had set both his gold-dust hands flat on the warm grass on either side of his own knees. The honey hair was loose at the back of his neck. The gold cast at the cheekbones had a small streaked place under each eye where he, also, had wept.

He held her eyes.

He said, quietly, “Ellie.”

“Apollo.”

“I have to — I have to tell you something. I have to tell you now. I am — I am sorry to tell you now. The boy — the boy — had not yet — was not yet — Ellie, listen to me. He was a centaur. He was an animal, my Ellie. He was an animal of my house. There are — there are rooms of the dreamworld that, when one of his line dies, do certain things. The grass over there is — the grass is going to take a long time to come back. The lake is — the lake is going to be the wrong color, for a while. The clearing is — the clearing is, for tonight, closed. I am going to be away from you, Ellie. I am going to be at his fire, and at the fires of the four others when their time comes, and I will not — I will not, for some time — I will not be in the clearing. I cannot, until the herd has — until the herd has chosen another young one — I cannot, Ellie. I am — I am sorry. I want you to know I am sorry.”

She closed her eyes.

She nodded, against the cool cream of the boy’s hair.

“I understand.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“You will need — you will need, in the next two weeks, the demigod.”

The warm grass, in the gold-gray light, did not move.

She did not, immediately, lift her face.

“Yes,” she said.

“He is — he is the only one in this house who will, against my father, stand. I will, when I can, come back to you. I will come back to you. But, Ellie — until I come back — you will need him. I am — I am asking you to call him. I am — Ellie — I am asking you to call him.”

“Apollo.”

“Yes.”

“I will.”

He held her eyes for a long minute.

He said, almost to himself, “Ellie — I knew, the moment he turned at the lake on Tuesday night. I knew, the moment he opened his hand in the grass of the apple tree on Wednesday night. I knew when you came up at the lake this afternoon in the gold-gray light. I — I am not, in any of this, surprised. I am — I am, however, going to need a little time.”

“All right.”

“Be careful, Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I love you, mortal woman.”

“I love you, Apollo.”

He stood up.

He did not, in standing up, take the lyre.

He left the lyre on the warm grass beside the body of the young centaur he had loved. He set his gold-dusted hand once, softly, at the side of her cheek — the unmarked cheek, the small bare triangle of skin that was hers and only hers. Then he walked out of the ring and up the warm grass of the slope toward the silver forest. The silver forest closed around him. Ellie, in the grass at the edge of the green-glass lake with the cool cream-mane head of the young centaur in her lap, watched him go.

Cheiron took her, after a long time, by the elbow.

“Lady. We will sit with him through the night. You should go home. You will need — you will need to sleep, my lady, before you go anywhere else.”

“Cheiron.”

“Yes.”

“Tell the herd. Tell the herd what he did. Tell them — tell them his name was, in this house, named. Tell them I will not, in my life, forget.”

The eldest centaur set his bearded mouth, gently, at the crown of her head.

“Lady. We knew. The whole house knew. Go home.”

She walked off the side of the dreamworld.

She woke up.

Thomas was sitting in the throw chair beside the bed.

His face was wet.

She stared at him.

“Thomas.”

“Baby — Baby, you were crying. You were crying in your sleep. I am — I have been sitting here for half an hour. I could not — I could not wake you. Ellie — Ellie — what happened.”

She sat up. She put her arms around his neck. She pulled his head into the warm hollow at the base of her throat — the place where the green silk had lain loose at her collarbones on Wednesday afternoon at six fifteen in the dim gray dawn. She held him there. She said, into the warm dark of his soft brown hair —

“A boy I loved died last night, Thomas. A boy I had only known for nine days. He was not — he was not the kind of person you and I are ever going to meet. He was — he was, in his last second, smiling. I want, just now, to weep. Will you let me weep into your hair for a few minutes.”

“Yes, baby.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, Ellie.”

She wept.

She wept on him in the bedroom for a very long time.

He did not ask any more questions.

He held her.

When she finally lifted her face — the gray of pre-dawn had become the gold of early evening, and the day had gone past her, somehow — Thomas, beside her, with his face still wet, said quietly, “Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Whatever world he was in.”

“Yes.”

“He was lucky to know you.”

She nodded, slowly, against his shoulder.

The cardinal, in the magnolia, faintly, sang.






Chapter 26 — The Brunch

She had spent the night against Thomas’s warm long shape, with her right hand at the line of his ribs and her left hand on the small ceramic dish on the bedside table. The small ceramic dish, when she had lifted the lid at three in the morning, had been — she had to be honest with herself in the matter — empty.

The pewter-colored puddle of metal was gone.

In its place was nothing.

She set the lid back. She did not panic. The dish was empty — not because the queen had taken something, but because a promise had been kept. The warm-gold lump had been Hercules’s choice, on Wednesday at the apple tree, made into metal, and Lykaios had carried the choice on his cream-mane back, in some way she did not need to understand to know, until last night on the back ridge above the lake. The lump had gone with him into the warm grass.

She closed her eyes.

She thought, quietly, thank you, sweet boy.

She slept the rest of the night.

She woke at seven forty-five. She showered. She dried her hair. She put on her green silk blouse — the silk had, since Wednesday, become something like armor — and a pair of gray cotton trousers, and the gold bracelet of her grandmother’s. She met Priya at the door of the apartment at ten with a clear face and dry eyes. Thomas was behind her in the kitchen. He lifted his hand at Priya through the open door. “Have her back by three. We have plans.”

Priya laughed.

“I will have her back at two.”

They drove to the bright restaurant on Fifth that Priya had been wanting to try for months. They ordered a pitcher of mimosas. They got a corner booth in the back.

Ellie sat down across from Priya in the corner booth and crossed her own legs under the small marble table.

The small bird tattoo on her left hipbone — the small bird the demigod had bitten, on Wednesday afternoon in the dappled yard of her parents’ Bloomington house, under the band of her trousers — caught against the warm cotton of her trousers, briefly, and went, on its own, warm.

Ellie did not, in the bright corner booth on Fifth Street on a Saturday morning in early August, move her left thigh.

She did not, in the bright corner booth, look down.

She did not, with her right hand on the cool laminate of the menu, betray to the waitress — a thin nineteen-year-old in a black apron — that the small bird at her hipbone had any business being warm.

She ordered eggs.

Priya laid both her hands flat on the small marble table and held Ellie’s eyes across the cool stone of the table and said, evenly, “Tell me the parts you can tell me.”

Ellie told her the parts she could tell her.

She did not tell her about the meadow. She did not tell her about the marble pavilion. She did not tell her about the silver forest or the clearing or the green-glass lake or the labyrinth or the apple tree. She did not tell her about Zeus or Apollo or Hercules or Hera or the Vintner or the Aphrodite who had sat in the passenger seat of her car. She told her, instead, the dream of it. She told her she had been having dreams for a month. She told her that the dreams had — somehow — bled into her waking life. She told her about the white feather, about the bandage on her wrist that had not, in a month, come back, about the small ceramic dish on the bedside table. She told her about the strange flat impossible certainty she carried, in her body, that something had happened to her on Wednesday night at the apple tree behind her parents’ Bloomington house, and that something had died, last night, that she had loved.

She told Priya, finally, about Adrian.

She told Priya only that it had not become anything the firm needed to know about, but that it had, last week, become something honest between them, and that they had both decided to leave it as the honest thing it was.

Priya watched her with the small sister face for the whole telling.

When Ellie finally stopped, Priya picked up her mimosa, drank a long slow swallow, set the glass down, and said, quietly, “Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“You are not crazy.”

“I —”

“You are not crazy. You are, if anything, the least crazy person I know. I knew, when you walked into the elevator with that woman three weeks ago, that what was happening to you was not — was not a thing the firm was going to have a name for. I knew at the all-hands the day Adrian started that you were going to be — that you were going to be in trouble. I knew when you came in on Monday morning four weeks ago with the mark on your neck that you were — Ellie — that you were already gone from the version of yourself I had been working next to for three years. I have been watching. I am not, at thirty-five, a person who has many useful sentences for this. The one useful sentence I have is — Ellie — I believe you.”

She picked up her mimosa.

She held the glass out.

“To the boy who died last night.”

Ellie’s hand, on the glass, did not shake.

She lifted the glass.

She touched it to Priya’s.

“To the boy.”

They drank.

They sat in the corner booth for two more hours.

They did not, for those two hours, say much. They ate a long late breakfast. They told small stories. Priya told the story of her father coming over from Lahore on a freighter at twenty-four and sleeping for a week in the laundry room of a relative’s apartment in New Jersey. Ellie told the story of her grandmother in Indiana who had taught her, at six, to breathe in for four and out for six. They laughed, twice, at things their old colleagues at the firm had said. They paid the check. Priya drove her home. At the apartment door, in the summer noon light, Priya hugged her — once, hard — and said, into the side of her hair, “I love you, Ellie. Come to me. Anytime.”

“I love you, Priya.”

She went inside.

That afternoon she and Thomas went to the river.

He had, she realized about twenty minutes into the walk, packed a small picnic. He had packed sandwiches, the last of the apricot jam from Lily’s farmer’s market, a single small bottle of cold rosé from their kitchen, and the old quilt that smelled like his grandmother’s house. They walked down to a small piece of grass at the bend in the river under the pecans. He laid out the quilt. They sat. The river went past slowly. Two kayakers slid by, the small pale-orange blade of the paddle catching the sun. The cardinal, somewhere in the pecans, sang.

She put her bare feet in his lap.

He rubbed the arches.

He did not, all afternoon, ask any questions.

At five o’clock the sun was low in the pecans and she turned her face to him and she said, “Thomas.”

“Yes, baby.”

“I am going to do a strange thing tonight.”

“All right.”

“I am going to ask you, before I do it, for permission.”

He looked at her.

He looked at her with the completely unguarded face she had been falling in love with for five years.

“Permission for what.”

“To weep, again, tonight, in our bed, the way I wept last night. To weep — to weep for a thing I cannot, at this point in my life, name to you. To weep, possibly, for several hours. Possibly into the morning.”

He looked at her.

He did not, immediately, say anything.

Then he set his big warm hand at the side of her cheek — the unmarked cheek, the cheek nobody else had been on — and he said, gently, “Baby. Of course. Ellie — of course.”

“And I am going to ask you, before I weep, to do me one strange small favor.”

“Anything.”

“I am going to ask you, while I weep, to leave me alone in the bedroom. I am going to ask you to take a sleeping pill — one of mine — and to take the couch. Just for tonight. Just for one night.”

He looked at her for a long minute.

He nodded, slowly.

“All right, Ellie.”

“You are going to wake up in the morning and I am going to be in the bed and I am going to be — I am going to be a little tired, and I am going to be a little wet, and I am going to be all right. I love you. I am asking you, this one night, to give me the bedroom.”

“All right.”

“You will not — you will not, Thomas, ask me about it tomorrow. Ever.”

He held her eyes.

He said, gently, “I will not ask you about it ever.”

“Thank you.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, Thomas.”

That night, after he had taken the small white pill she had set out on the kitchen counter for him, after he had set himself on the couch in the throw blanket and the lamp had gone off in the living room and the candle in the hall was the only light in the apartment, after he had — even on the couch, even on the pill — called out softly, goodnight, baby, and she had answered, goodnight, Thomas — she went into her own bedroom, and she closed the door softly behind her, and she stood in her dark bedroom for a long minute with both her hands at her own sternum.

She did not eat any honey.

She did not need to.

She lifted the lid of the small ceramic dish.

The dish was empty.

She set the lid back.

She climbed into her own bed.

She lay back, slowly, against the pillow.

She closed her eyes.

She did not ask anyone to take her anywhere.

She named him.

Hercules.

She named him with no quaver. She named him with no plea. She named him, the way Aphrodite had told her to name him, the way she had named him across the green-glass lake on Tuesday night — with the warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat warm under her hair, with her own teeth set in the warm hollow at the front of her own neck, with the small flat hard place at the underside of her own sternum, this time, open.

She slept.

She came up, this time, not in the apple tree.

She came up — to her own surprise — in her kitchen.

Her own kitchen, this time, was only her own kitchen. There was no cathedral. There was no long marble table. The small terra-cotta pot of mint on the kitchen window was the small terra-cotta pot. The candle in the hall, which had not been lit, was, in this dream, lit. The light coming down from the candle in the hall was a thin warm yellow. The kitchen island, when she set her own hand on it, was the cool laminate of the kitchen island.

He was at the kitchen island.

He was on his bare feet at the kitchen island, with the lion-pelt thrown back over one of his enormous brown shoulders, and his hands flat on the cool laminate, and his short-curly head down. He had heard her come into the kitchen behind him. He had not, immediately, turned.

She walked across her own kitchen on her bare feet, and she stopped behind him, and she set her right hand, lightly, between his shoulder blades, on the bare skin under the lion-pelt.

He breathed out a long slow breath he had been holding for ninety-six hours.

He turned.

He looked down at her.

His eyes were wet.

“I felt the boy go,” he said, quietly, in the warm yellow candlelight.

“I know.”

“I felt — I felt my father come down the cliff, and I could not — I could not — Ellie, I could not get there. I tried. I went the long way around the labyrinth. I went around the back of the cypresses. I came up the back of the meadow. I was — I was on the back ridge above the lake at the second the boy went. I saw — I saw — I held him for a moment, before Cheiron came up from the lake. He had time, between the bolt and his eyes closing, to look at me. He had time to say a single word.”

“What did he say.”

“He said her, mortal woman.”

She closed her eyes. She opened them.

“I felt him go too.”

“Yes.”

“I have been — I have been weeping all day.”

“I know.”

“Hercules.”

“Yes.”

“Hold me.”

He held her.

He held her in the warm yellow candlelight of the kitchen, with the small terra-cotta pot of mint on the window behind her and the kitchen island at his huge back. He held her the way he had held her on Wednesday afternoon at the base of the apple tree — the long shape of his body the long shape of her side, the careful press of his enormous brown forearms at the long line of her ribs, his face against the warm hollow at the base of her throat where the silk had lain loose at the place between her collarbones four nights earlier.

She wept into his bare chest.

She wept for the boy.

She wept the long slow deep weep of a woman who had not, in her life, known a young centaur. She wept the way grief weeps when it’s finally been given somewhere to go. She wept a long time. He didn’t, in the long time, move.

When she finally, at the warm hollow at the base of his throat, lifted her face — the wetness in his eyes had something older behind it.

She said, quietly, “I asked for you because I needed to weep.”

“I know.”

“I am — I am, in this kitchen, in this house, with my husband on the couch in the next room — in love with my husband.”

“Yes, Ellie.”

“I am also, in this kitchen — Hercules — I am also, with you, in love with you.”

“Yes.”

“I do not — I do not, tonight, want — I do not want — Hercules — I do not want, tonight, what we did at the apple tree. I want — I want to be held. I want — I want to be held all the way through this night, in this kitchen, until the candle in the hall goes out. May I.”

He looked at her.

He set both his huge hands at the side of her cheek. He bent his head. He kissed her, quietly, on the forehead, the way he had held her, on Wednesday at the apple tree, after.

“Yes, mortal woman. Of course, mortal woman.”

“Hercules.”

“Ellie.”

“Sit down with me on the kitchen floor.”

He sat down with her on the kitchen floor.

They sat with their backs against the cool kitchen island — her face in the warm hollow of his brown chest, his careful enormous brown forearms at the long line of her ribs, the candle in the hall a thin warm yellow on the wall above the cabinets. They sat there, in her kitchen, in the warm yellow dim, for what was either an hour or four hours.

She wept into his chest, off and on, twice more.

He did not, in the four hours, move.

Once, when she was very tired, near the end, he said, softly, into the warm dark of her hair, “Mortal woman.”

“Yes.”

“I am — I am, this night, yours. I have been, since Wednesday at the apple tree, in love with you. I will be — I will be, after tonight, in any room you call me into. I am — I want you to know — I do not need, in any of those rooms, for you to choose me again. I am not — Ellie — I am not asking. I have been, for four thousand years, the man who was sent. I am, with you, in this kitchen, the man who is yours, whether you choose me again or not. Whether I am ever in your bed or only in your kitchen. I am not — I do not, anymore, mind. That is the gift you have given me. I want you to know.”

She closed her eyes.

She said, against the warm hollow at the front of his throat, “I know, Hercules.”

He held her.

The candle in the hall, eventually, went out.

When she finally lifted her face from his chest, the warm yellow dim was the soft gray pre-dawn of the kitchen.

He set, softly, his mouth on the warm gold mark at the side of her throat — he didn’t set his mouth on the place where Apollo’s mark was; he set it on the bare side, the small triangle of skin at the side of her own jaw that was hers and only hers — and he said, into her own skin, in the gray pre-dawn of the kitchen —

“Sleep, mortal woman.”

She slept.

She woke up.

The clock said 5:48.

Thomas was on the couch in the living room, asleep.

She was alone in the bed. Her eyes were sore from weeping. The pillow was damp. The bedroom mirror was, when she sat up and looked at it, the bedroom mirror.

The small ceramic dish on the bedside table was, when she lifted the lid, no longer empty.

Inside, in the dish, was a single small dried sprig of laurel from the silver forest, with three penny-colored leaves still attached, and one cream-colored hair from the long mane of a young centaur tied, carefully, around the stem.

She closed the lid.

She got up.

She went out into the living room.

Thomas was on the couch.

She knelt down beside the couch in the soft gray pre-dawn light.

She set her warm hand on his bare warm forearm.

He did not, on the pill, stir.

She set her cheek, softly, against the warm rough side of his jaw, and she said, quietly, into his ear —

“I am going to come back to you, Thomas. I am — I am going to come all the way back. I am, possibly, going to need a few more weeks. I love you. I love you. I am going to come all the way back.”

He did not stir.

She kissed his forehead.

She went into the kitchen.

She made coffee.

She sat at her kitchen island in the soft gray dawn with her own coffee in her own hand and the warm note of cypress honey on a single slice of toast, and the cardinal in the magnolia outside the window, faintly, sang.

The cardinal sang the way the cardinal had sung for three years on the magnolia outside her kitchen window.

She drank her coffee.

She ate her toast.

When Thomas woke up at eight thirty — on the couch, in the throw blanket, blinking in the sunlight, with no memory of the night — she walked across the living room in her bare feet, sat down beside him, and set her cheek against the warm crown of his head. “Good morning, baby.”

“Good morning, Ellie.”

He did not, all of Sunday, ask her a single question.

She had — she realized at three in the afternoon on Sunday, sitting on the back porch with the cardinal and the sun and the warm summer air — slept her first full night without needing the small ceramic dish. The dish, on the bedside table, had given her back the sprig of laurel and the cream hair. The warm gold mark on the other side of her throat was warm under her hair. The flat hard place at the underside of her sternum was, as quietly as she could ask any place to be —

— open.

She did not, that Sunday, dream.

She did not need to.

She knew, by Sunday night, that the trouble was about to start.






Chapter 27 — The Cliff

By Monday morning the air in central Texas was perfectly clean.

She drove to the office. She walked into her glass-walled office at seven forty-five. Adrian’s door was open. He looked up when she came past. He did the Monday-through-Friday thing. The hum that had been in her doorway on Thursday morning was, this morning, gone. The air around her office was, this morning, the ordinary recirculated air of an eighth-floor commercial building in central Austin.

She nodded at him through the glass.

He nodded back.

She did not, all day, get an email from him, and she did not, all day, send him one.

By five o’clock she was driving home.

By six she was in the apartment with Thomas. Lily and Brett came by with the two-year-old at six-thirty for an unannounced summer barbecue on the back porch, because Lily, two weeks out of the ER, had decided that the second cure for being almost killed on Mopac was to throw small unannounced summer barbecues with her brother and her sister-in-law and her very small son. Ellie ate a hot dog. The two-year-old fell asleep on the porch swing in a single straight ten-minute drop. The cardinal, in the magnolia, sang.

By ten she was in bed.

She did not, that night, eat any honey.

She did not, that night, set the small ceramic dish on the bedside table.

She lay against Thomas’s warm long back, with her warm right hand at the warm long line of his ribs, and she said, in her head, deliberately, not tonight, please. I am tired. I want to sleep with my husband. I do not want anyone, tonight, in any room.

She slept.

She dreamed, anyway.

She came up on the warm cliff above the broken cypresses, in front of the open marble pavilion, in the late warm afternoon light of the wrong-colored sea below.

He was already there.

He was standing at the parapet with his back to her, the way he had stood the first night, with one shoulder of the white linen wrap thrown off. The long line of his back was the line of a man who had been, for ninety-six hours, sitting on a low couch with his head in his enormous hands — and was now, on his bare ancient feet, up.

She did not move.

He spoke without turning.

“Ellie.”

“Zeus.”

“Come closer.”

“No.”

“Closer than you are, please.”

“No, Zeus.”

He turned.

The bull eyes were the same. The mouth, the same. The gold cast at the cheekbones — the same. The line of his throat — and now Ellie would, for the rest of her life, see the line of his throat and remember Wednesday at the apple tree — was, this evening, very still. He held her eyes from the parapet for a long, long minute.

He did not look angry.

He did not look possessive.

He looked, this evening, on the warm cliff above the broken cypresses, very tired.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I have, in ninety-six hours, lost two things.”

“I know.”

“I have lost — I have lost — Ellie, I have lost the woman I loved, and I have lost, by my own hand, a young one of my own house. You know what I lost. You — Ellie — you know.”

“I know.”

“You will not — Ellie — you will not, on this cliff, this evening, forgive me.”

“No, Zeus, I will not.”

“I would not want you to.”

He held her eyes.

He said, quietly, “I have — I have come up here, this evening, on this cliff, to tell you a few things. Hera has been — Hera has been, in my ear, since Thursday morning. She has been telling me — Ellie — she has been telling me that the demigod is in your kitchen. She has been telling me that the boy died because the demigod and you were, at the apple tree, in each other’s arms. She has been telling me that I have been replaced — not by my son the golden one, who I can, in this house, tolerate — but by my own bastard step-son, who I cannot. She has been telling me, hour by hour for ninety-six hours, that I am the laughingstock of every god in the four corners of this house.”

“Zeus —”

“Listen to me. I am not, on this cliff, this evening, here to take anything from you. I am here to tell you. I have not — Ellie — I have not, in those ninety-six hours, believed her. I have, all those hours, sat on the low couch in this pavilion with my head in my hands and the truth of what I did to that boy under my hands, and I have decided — for the first time in four thousand years — to not believe my wife. I have decided to come up here, this evening, to tell you that I am, in this house, not coming for you again. I am — Ellie — I am going home. I am going back to my throne. I am going to my wife. I am going to leave this — this — whatever you and the demigod and the golden one are doing — alone.”

She did not, immediately, breathe.

“Zeus —”

“Ellie. I want you to know this is not — this is not a kindness. This is — this is, mortal woman, the only thing left in me that I can decide. I have been — I have been, in love with you. I will, possibly, be in love with you for some thousands of years more. That is — that is, in this house, what we do with our loves. We carry them. I am not — Ellie — I am not going to make you carry me. I am not going to make my son carry me. I am not going to make the boy who died for you carry me. I am — I am, finally, going to carry myself. I want you to know.”

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

“Thank you,” she said, softly.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“There is — there is one more thing. I am not, in this house, the only god whose pride has been wounded this week. You should know that the queen — the queen has, since Friday, gone quiet. She was, on Thursday, in a kind of cold rage I had not, in two thousand years, seen her in. She has, since Friday morning, been quiet. The quiet is — Ellie — the quiet is worse than the cold rage. The quiet is the quiet of a wife who has, finally, decided to do a thing without consulting her husband. I do not know what she has decided. I do not know who, in this house, she will use to do it. I am — I am, mortal woman, telling you this on this cliff this evening because I have decided, finally, to be honest with you. She has decided something. I do not know what. Be careful.”

“All right.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

He looked at her for a long minute.

“Forgive — forgive my son, when he comes back.”

“Apollo —”

“He will come back. Forgive him, Ellie. He is going to need it.”

“All right.”

“Goodnight, mortal woman.”

“Goodnight, Zeus.”

He turned. He walked, slowly, on his bare ancient feet, along the parapet of the marble pavilion. He stepped over the low couch. He walked to the back of the pavilion. He didn’t look back. The cypresses, the broken cypresses, the trampled meadow below — none of them, somehow, moved with him.

She was alone on the cliff above the broken cypresses.

The warm wrong-colored sea below did not, this evening, move.

She woke up.

The clock said 4:11.

Thomas was a long shape in the bed beside her. The fan was going one, two, three, four. The small ceramic dish was, this morning, on the bedside table only because she had set it there at the start of all of it; she did not, this morning, lift the lid.

She lay in her dark bedroom for a long time, with both her hands at her own sternum.

She thought: the queen.

She thought: the queen has, since Friday, gone quiet.

She thought, in her own head, quietly, what — Hera — what are you going to do.

She did not, that morning, sleep again.

When the alarm went off at six-thirty, she got up. She showered. She dressed. She went to the kitchen.

She poured herself a glass of cold water at the sink.

She stood at the kitchen window with the water in her hand and watched the cardinal in the magnolia outside the window.

Across the small parking lot beneath her kitchen window, on the concrete sidewalk, in the soft gray dawn of central Austin —

— Camille was standing.

Camille was wearing a soft pale-pink cashmere sweater.

Camille was staring up at the kitchen window.

Camille’s eyes, at this distance, in the soft gray dawn, were the sharp brown eyes that seemed to be recording everything.

Camille — when she saw Ellie at the kitchen window, the glass of cold water in her right hand — smiled.

The smile was a perfect, warm, knife-edge smile.

The glass dropped out of Ellie’s hand.

It hit the kitchen floor and broke. The sound was very loud in the silent apartment. Thomas, in the bedroom, made a small confused noise. The woman across the parking lot — in the pale-pink cashmere sweater, with the recorder-light eyes — did not move at all.

She stood there, in the soft gray dawn, and she lifted her right hand to Ellie, slowly, in the smallest of waves.

Then — in a single fast blink — she was gone.

The small concrete sidewalk was empty.

The cardinal, in the magnolia, didn’t sing.

Ellie stood at the kitchen window with the broken glass at her feet, her own pulse a small rapid thing at the front of her throat. She said, into the silent gray morning of her apartment — quietly, very clearly, evenly, with no quaver and no plea, with only the long flat tired yes of a woman at the beginning of the second half of a war —

“Hera.”

She heard, behind her, in the dim of the candle that had not, yet, been blown out in the hall of her apartment, a low female voice the air should not have carried, say, lightly, very politely —

Hello, Ellie.

The candle in the hall went out.






Chapter 28 — The Photographs

She did not, immediately, light the candle in the hall.

She stood in the dim, unlit hall of her apartment, barefoot, in the soft gray dawn of central Austin — the broken glass on the kitchen floor behind her, the low female voice still in her ear. She breathed — in for four and out for six — the way her mother had taught her thirty years earlier in the kitchen in Indiana.

The hall was, when she opened her eyes, empty.

Thomas appeared in the bedroom doorway in his old gray T-shirt and his bare feet.

“Baby. You okay? I heard a glass.”

“I’m okay. I dropped it. I was — I was startled by the cardinal.”

“What.”

“It’s fine. I’m fine. Go back to bed. I’ll clean it up. I’ll be in there in a minute.”

“Ellie.”

“Thomas, I am fine. Go back to bed.”

He looked at her in the dim hall. He looked at her for a long second, the way he had been looking at her, lately, on certain mornings, like a man trying to read a difficult piece of weather over a field he had been working for a long time. Then he nodded, once, and went back to the bedroom.

She picked up the broken glass.

She wrapped it in a paper towel. She put it in the recycling because she could not, at six fifteen in the morning, put it in the trash, and because she did not know which one of those two pieces of an Austin morning Hera was, at that hour, listening to.

She picked up her phone. She opened Camille’s last text — the one from Friday morning, I am so sorry, I love you, Phoenix. She tapped the airline name in the small block of confirmation text. She opened the airline’s website. She put in the confirmation number.

The flight had been canceled at the gate.

The flight had been canceled at the gate at 8:14 a.m., before Camille had boarded. A credit had been issued to Camille’s account. The credit had been used the same morning to book a one-way ticket on a different flight, an hour later.

The booking record showed the flight had landed at six twelve on Friday morning, at gate seven.

The flight had landed at Austin-Bergstrom International Airport.

The destination, on the booking record, was Austin.

Ellie closed the airline’s website.

She stood at the kitchen island for one full minute with her phone in her hand and the soft gray dawn of central Austin coming in through the kitchen window and the cardinal in the magnolia, faintly, not singing.

She lit the candle in the hall.

She got dressed for work.

She drove to the office at seven thirty.

By eight-fifteen Adrian was at her glass.

He did not knock. He came in. He closed the door. He stood, with both his hands in the pockets of his charcoal trousers, in the middle of her office, and he held her eyes across the cool expanse of her glass desk.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Bill wants you in his office at ten.”

“What.”

“At ten. Both of us. He told me at seven forty-five. He did not tell me why. He said the words we have a situation and he said the words we are not going to handle this badly and he said the words I want you both up here at ten. I am — Ellie — I am telling you because I do not know what is coming and because I am not, in this office, going to make you walk into Bill’s office at ten without a fifteen-minute warning. Whatever it is, we are going to face it together. Are you all right.”

“I’m all right.”

“Tell me.”

“Adrian, I am all right. I — I have a guess about what it is. I am all right. I am — Adrian — I am, in this office, this morning, the kind of all right that is, finally, all right.”

He looked at her.

He nodded, once.

“All right.”

He started to turn.

He stopped.

He turned back.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Whatever it is — whatever Bill is about to put in front of us at ten — I want you to know one thing.”

“What.”

“Whatever it is — I have you. I am — I want you to know — I am not, this morning, the version of me from three Sundays ago, in jeans, in your office, saying small bitter things about your husband. I am the man you put your hand on the chest of in this office two weeks ago. I am — Ellie — I am, this morning, on your side, regardless of what is in Bill’s office at ten, regardless of what cost, regardless of what is going to be true tomorrow. I want you to know that now, before Bill’s office, in case I do not, in Bill’s office, find a clean way to say it.”

She opened her eyes.

“Thank you, Adrian.”

“Yes.”

“Adrian.”

“Yes.”

“You are also, in this office, this morning, on my side.”

He smiled.

It was the private weather smile. It was the smile he had not, in this office, smiled in eleven days.

“Yes, ma’am.”

He went.

At ten o’clock she walked, with Adrian beside her, down the long quiet hallway to Bill’s office. The hallway was, at that hour, full of the ordinary mid-morning sounds of an eighth-floor commercial building — a phone ringing, a printer running, the soft click of a heel on the carpet at a turn — and Bill’s door, when they reached it, was open. Bill was at his desk. Bill stood up when they came in.

A small white woman in a soft black blazer was sitting in one of the two chairs in front of Bill’s desk. Ellie did not, at first, recognize her. The HR director — Ellie realized after a half-second — for the firm’s central Texas region.

There was, between the two chairs, a third chair.

Camille was sitting in the third chair.

She was in the soft pale-pink cashmere sweater. She had her hair in the loose knot. Her face was the small composed apologetic face of a woman who had been cornered into a difficult professional duty.

Her eyes — when Ellie came in — were the bright brown eyes that did the recorder-light thing.

Her smile, briefly, was the perfect knife-edge smile.

Then it was not.

Then it was the small composed apologetic smile.

“Good morning, Adrian. Good morning, Ellie,” said Bill, gently. “Come in. Sit, please.”

There were two more chairs at the wall. Ellie pulled one over. Adrian pulled the other. They sat down on either side of Camille, with the HR director, Sandra, in the third chair against the wall.

“Camille,” Bill said quietly, “has come to me this morning with new evidence about a matter we believed we had closed. She has asked me to consider it formally. I have asked her to put it to both of you in this room. Sandra is here as a witness. Camille.”

Camille turned, in her chair, toward Ellie.

Camille held a small manila folder in her lap.

She set the folder on the small table in front of her.

She opened it.

There were three printed photographs in the folder.

She slid them, one at a time, across the table.

The first photograph was of Adrian and Ellie in conference room A on a Thursday afternoon, six weeks earlier — across the long oval table from each other. Adrian was leaning forward, his hands on the table. His face was the careful unguarded thing it had been when he had told her, on the other side of the long oval table, I am in love with you.

The second was a photograph of Adrian and Ellie in the storm light of the same conference room, three weeks ago, on the night the lights had gone out. The fork of lightning had thrown one half of the room into bright white. Adrian’s hand was a quarter inch from her cheekbone. His face — even in the lightning, even with the strange stunned look on it — was the face of a man one quarter-inch from doing a thing he had not yet decided to do.

The third was Adrian’s car, the low black thing, parked in front of her apartment at twelve past midnight on a Sunday in late June, with both their faces visible through the windshield. Ellie’s mouth was open in the photograph, in the moment of saying get out of the car, Ellie. The angle, the close crop, the two of them alone in the car in the small yellow under-streetlight, made the photograph mean something it did not mean.

Ellie looked at them.

She did not, for a single second, blink.

She looked at the third one for a long moment.

She looked up.

She held Camille’s eyes.

“All right,” she said.

Bill, from behind the desk, softly, “Ellie.”

“Yes, Bill.”

“I want to give you and Adrian both a chance to respond to these. I want to say, in this room, in the spirit of — I want to say, I am going to ask Sandra to step out for the next two minutes, because what I am going to say next I am going to say off the formal record, and I want to be able to say it without prejudice to the eventual finding. Sandra.”

The HR director stood up. She walked, on quiet shoes, out of Bill’s office. She closed the door behind her.

Bill set his hands flat on the desk.

“Adrian. Ellie. I have known you both for a long time.”

“Yes, Bill.”

“I am — I am sixty-four years old. I have, in my career at this firm, mediated three of these. The first one was in 1989 and I made a mistake on it. The second one was in 2003 and I made a different mistake on it. The third one was in 2017 and I — Ellie, Adrian — I got it right. The way I got it right was that I went into the room and I asked the two people in front of me, off the record, to tell me the truth, and I told them, before they answered, that I would make whatever decision I made on the basis of what they said next, and that what they said next would not be on the record, and that I would not punish them for the truth. Both of them told me the truth. I made a decision that I am, eight years later, still proud of. I would like to do that here. I am going to ask you both, in this room, with Sandra in the hallway, with Camille right here in this chair — to tell me the truth. I will then, with the truth, make a decision. I am asking, off the record. Whatever you say will not be punished. Are you both willing.”

Adrian, beside Ellie, said, “Yes, Bill.”

Ellie held Bill’s eyes.

She did not look at Camille.

“Yes, Bill.”

“Adrian. Have you ever, on or off the premises of this firm, had a sexual or romantic relationship with Ellie.”

“No, Bill.”

“Have you ever told her you were in love with her.”

“Yes, Bill.”

“Has she told you she is in love with you.”

“Yes, Bill.”

“Did either of you, after either of those declarations, take any further action.”

“No, Bill.”

“Ellie. Same question. Same answer.”

She held Bill’s eyes.

She said, in a steady voice —

“No, Bill. We have never had a sexual relationship. We have never, on or off the premises of this firm, had a romantic relationship in any sense the firm needs to be concerned with. I told him I was in love with him. He told me he was in love with me. We agreed, on the second occasion, that we would not act on it, and we have not. We have continued to work professionally together. I love my husband. I have, in the last four weeks, recommitted to my marriage. The photographs you have on the desk in front of you are real photographs of real moments, and the moments they are photographs of are exactly the moments I have just described. They are not photographs of an affair. They are photographs of two professionals who told each other a hard true thing on consecutive Thursdays and held the line in the consecutive weeks afterwards. I am asking you, Bill, to believe us.”

Bill held her eyes for a long minute.

Then he turned his head. He looked, slowly, at Camille.

Camille’s face had not, in two minutes, moved.

Camille’s eyes were, however, the quick brown eyes that always seemed to be recording, and they caught the small shift in Bill’s expression.

Bill, quietly, said, “Camille.”

“Yes, Bill.”

“Let me ask you a question.”

“All right.”

“Is there an audio recording. Is there a written communication. Is there a witness, other than yourself, to either of the moments in these photographs. Is there a hotel receipt. Is there a credit card statement. Is there a digital footprint that, in conjunction with the photographs, would establish a sexual or romantic encounter at any point in the last six weeks. Yes or no.”

Camille’s mouth, for the first time, tightened.

She said, very smoothly, “I — Bill — I am, in this room, only the messenger. I came to you with what I had. I — I would not have come to you with these alone if I did not, also, know in my body that something more had happened. I am asking you to believe me. I am asking you to believe a colleague. I have been on this floor for five years. I was passed over for the strategy job. I — Bill, I have, I know, been complicated about Ellie. I am — Bill — I am asking you, in this room, to take her and Adrian’s word against mine, after five years, on the basis of one hour.”

Bill’s face, for the first time in the meeting, hardened.

It was the face of a senior managing partner who had spent forty years making decisions on the basis of a single hour in a room.

“Camille.”

“Yes.”

“You are asking me to disbelieve a man whose career I made personally in 2007 and a woman whose career I am, this year, in the middle of making, on the basis of three photographs you have brought me without an audio recording, a written communication, a witness, a hotel receipt, a credit card statement, or a digital footprint. You are asking me to do this on the basis of only the second hour, in all my time at this firm, that I have spent in a room with you. Sandra, please come back in.”

Sandra came back in.

Bill stood up.

“Sandra, please escort Camille off the property. Please make a record of this meeting. Camille, I want to say to you, gently, that if you ever set foot in this building again, I will involve the city of Austin’s police department. I am sorry. I am — I am sorry. Go.”

Camille’s face finally broke into the expression she had hidden for three weeks.

It was not the fast tightening at the corner of the eye.

It was, for half a second, the open, undisguised, exhausted face of a woman who had been the second-best at a kitchen table for fifteen years and who had, this time, been used up.

Camille’s eyes, for half a second, were the tired quiet middle brown of the woman in the soft black dress at the booth in the back corner of the bar of the Beauchamp last Tuesday night.

Then the recorder light came back on.

Camille stood up.

Camille walked out of Bill’s office with Sandra. Sandra closed the door behind them.

Bill sat down.

He set his elbows on the desk and his head, briefly, in his hands.

Then he lifted his face.

He held Ellie’s eyes. He held Adrian’s eyes.

“I am sorry,” he said quietly. “I am — Ellie — Adrian — I am very sorry. I — I do not, in our firm, generally have to do that twice. I am ashamed I had to do it twice. Are you both — are you both all right.”

“I’m all right, Bill,” Adrian said.

“Ellie.”

“I am all right, Bill. Thank you.”

“Take the rest of the day.”

“All right.”

She and Adrian walked out of Bill’s office. They walked down the long quiet hallway. They walked back to the eighth floor. At the corner where her glass-walled office was, Adrian stopped.

He turned.

He held her eyes.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“You did very well in there.”

“Thank you, Adrian.”

“Yes.”

“Adrian.”

“Yes.”

“Drive home carefully.”

“You too, Ellie.”

He went into his own office.

She went into hers.

She closed the door. She sat down behind her glass desk. She set both her hands flat on the cool surface of the glass.

She did not, immediately, cry.

The small flush at the side of her jaw was, this time, not the slow warm flush of arousal. It was the fast thin flush of a woman who had walked, with her dignity intact, out of a room she had, two weeks earlier, walked into for the first time.

She closed her eyes.

She breathed, in for four and out for six.

Her phone, in her bag at her feet, vibrated.

She lifted the bag onto her lap. She took out the phone. The notification was a text.

It was from Thomas.

— Lily called me. Are you OK?

She set the phone, screen down, on the cool glass desk.

She put her face in her hands.

She did not, for the first time in three weeks, know, in the moment, what she was going to say to her own husband when she walked through the front door of her apartment in an hour.






Chapter 29 — The Truth

She drove home at noon.

She drove slowly.

She drove with the windows down, the warm summer noon of central Texas coming in across the bridge, the sun on the windshield. She did not turn on the radio.

When she came in the front door of her apartment, Thomas was in the kitchen.

He was not on the couch.

He was at the kitchen island, on his bare feet, in the faded gray T-shirt, with his hands flat on the cool laminate. He was not, when she came in, doing anything else. He was simply, on his bare feet, at the kitchen island, waiting.

The candle in the hall was burning.

He had lit it.

Ellie set her bag down on the floor.

She walked across the living room. She stopped half a step from the kitchen island.

He looked up.

His face was very pale.

“Ellie.”

“Thomas.”

“Lily called me at ten thirty. She said her friend Bonnie said her friend Pat said there was a meeting at your firm at ten this morning — about you and a partner, about photographs. She said the partner was Adrian Hale. She said — Ellie — she said the meeting had been called by Camille.”

She did not, immediately, sit down.

She kept her hands at her sides.

“I am — I am going to tell you the whole thing now,” she said.

He did not, immediately, answer.

He looked at her. He looked at her in the summer noon light of the apartment, with the cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window and the candle in the hall flickering slightly in the small breath of the air conditioner. He said, quietly, “Ellie. Sit down.”

She sat.

She sat at the kitchen island across from him with the cool laminate between them, the way she had, four weeks earlier, sat in the chair across from him in the living room with her hands folded in her lap, the way she had sat — fifteen feet and six weeks ago — across from her own bedroom mirror with the throw blanket over the glass.

She told him.

She did not, in this telling, tell him about the dreams. She did not tell him about the meadow or the pavilion or the bull or the silver forest or the clearing or the green-glass lake or the labyrinth or the apple tree or any of the gods. She did not tell him about Hercules or Apollo or Zeus or Hera or the Vintner or Aphrodite. She told him, instead, the version of the last six weeks that had, only and exactly, happened in the offices and apartments and conference rooms and parking garages and bars of central Texas. She told him about Adrian’s email at six fourteen on a Tuesday morning. She told him about the green silk blouse. She told him about the conference room with the lights out. She told him about the center of his chest under her open palm in her glass-walled office on a Sunday morning in jeans. She told him about the long oval table. She told him about the front seat of Adrian’s car at midnight on Riverside.

She told him, quietly, about the words I am in love with you.

She told him, quietly, about her own words back. Yes. Adrian. Mine too.

She did not tell him one thing: that she had, also, told Adrian about another person. She did not, because she had no language, in that kitchen, to tell him that the another person had been, in some of the rooms, a god.

She finished.

She set her hands flat on the cool laminate between them.

She held his eyes.

He did not, immediately, answer.

His face had, in the summer noon light, gone the color of paper.

“I am — Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I am — I want — I am going to — I am going to take a walk.”

“All right, Thomas.”

“I am — I will be back in two hours.”

“All right.”

“I am — Ellie — I am not, in two hours, going to come back and tell you I am leaving you.”

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

“All right.”

“I want to say that — that to you now. I am — I am not going to tell you that. I want you to know — I want you to know, while I am out, that whatever comes out of this, I am — I am not going to tell you that. I — I am, in two hours, going to come back through the door of this apartment, and I am, in two hours, going to be here. I am not — Ellie — I am not.”

“Thank you, Thomas.”

“I am going to take the walk anyway.”

“Yes.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

He stood up.

He came around the kitchen island.

He set his big warm hand at the side of her cheek — the unmarked cheek, the small bare triangle of skin at the side of her jaw that was hers and only hers — and he held it there for a count of three.

He did not kiss her forehead.

He turned.

He walked out the front door of the apartment.

She heard, on the stair, the steady descent of his loafers without socks. She heard the front door of the building open and close. She heard, far away, the cardinal sing.

She did not, in the kitchen, cry.

She got up.

She walked into the living room. She walked down the small narrow hall. She walked into the bedroom. She closed the bedroom door behind her, softly. She turned.

Hera was sitting in the throw chair.

The throw chair was, this time, not the small wooden kitchen chair of her apartment. The throw chair was the high-backed chair from the great hall, with the long arms of pale wood, moved somehow into the bedroom — into the corner where Thomas had, last night, set down his book before going to sleep beside her. The queen was in the chair, her bare arms laid along the long arms of pale wood, her hands folded loosely in her lap. Her gray-November eyes — this time — were looking, not at the kitchen island, but directly at Ellie.

The cherry-wine braids were the cherry-wine braids.

The white linen dress was the white linen dress.

The room around her was the bedroom.

“Ellie.”

“Hera.”

“You did very well in your senior partner’s office.”

“You sent her, Hera.”

“I sent her.”

“You sent her with three photographs that did not, in any room they were taken in, mean what she said they meant.”

“I sent her with what she had.”

“You knew the photographs were not enough.”

The queen smiled.

It was, this time, a real smile. It had, this time, no old grief at the corner.

“Ellie. Of course I knew. I sent her with three photographs and a knife-edge smile because I wanted her to be walked out of the building by the small woman in the soft black blazer at the end of her morning. I wanted her, when she walked out, to be — at last — completely without me. I have, at this hour on a Tuesday morning, cut her loose. I have decided, this week, that the small woman in the soft black blazer of your firm has, at thirty-one, used up the four thousand mornings I had committed to her in 2009, and that I have no further use for her. I sent her this morning with three photographs because I wanted you, at the kitchen island, to tell your husband what you have not, in four weeks, told him. I wanted him to take the walk he is, at this minute, taking. I wanted you to be alone in your bedroom at twelve thirty on a Tuesday. I was — Ellie — I was, this time, never trying to take your job. I was trying to make you afraid. Which I have, on this Tuesday, not done. Bravely held, child. Bravely held.”

Ellie walked across the bedroom.

She didn’t sit on the bed.

She crossed her arms, slowly, in front of her own ribs. She held the queen’s eyes from the foot of her own bed.

“Get out of my bedroom, Hera.”

“In a moment.”

“Now.”

“You will hear me out first.”

“Hera.”

“Ellie.”

The queen’s face had, this time, no smile at all.

“I have come, this Tuesday, in person, into your bedroom — to tell you that in three days, on Friday afternoon, at four-thirty central time, I am going to be at your door. I am — Ellie — I am going to be at your door in person. I am bringing — I want you to know in advance — a piece of news that I have, until this morning, been holding. I wanted to tell you the news on a different day. I have been told, this morning, that the day has to be Friday. I am — I am, child, telling you in advance because I have decided that after eight Tuesdays of holding the line on me, you’ve earned an appointment. You will be home on Friday afternoon at four-thirty. You will not, on Friday afternoon, be at the office. You will be home alone. Your husband will not be there. You will have arranged this.”

“Hera.”

“Yes.”

“What is the piece of news.”

“You will be told on Friday.”

“Tell me now.”

The queen looked at her for a long minute.

A faint old grief showed at the corner of her gray-November eyes.

“Child,” she said quietly. “If I tell you now, you will spend the next three days running. I have lost three pieces in this house already — my king, my stepson, my small Lubbock woman — and I do not, on this Tuesday, want to lose another three days waiting for you to come home. I am asking you, on this Tuesday, to do me the courtesy of being home on Friday at four-thirty. I will tell you on Friday at four-thirty. I am not, when I tell you, going to harm you. I am going to give you a piece of news, and I am going to leave. That is — Ellie — that is, I promise you, all I will do.”

“Why are you giving me an appointment.”

“Because, child — because, after eight Tuesdays — after you held your ground on this last one, this morning, in your senior partner’s office, knowing that I had sent her — I have decided, finally, to come at you the way one queen comes at another. I am — I am, after eight Tuesdays, respecting you. I am asking you, on Friday afternoon at four-thirty, to receive me as a visitor. You are not a visitor in your own life. I will be the visitor. I will come as a visitor. I will leave as a visitor. I will give you the piece of news as a visitor gives a piece of news, and I will go. That is — Ellie — the offer I am making you. Please.”

Ellie held the queen’s eyes for a long, long minute.

She uncrossed her arms.

“Friday at four-thirty.”

“Yes.”

“All right.”

“Thank you, Ellie.”

“Get out of my bedroom, Hera.”

“Yes.”

The queen lifted her right hand from the long pale-wood arm of the chair. She set it back, lightly. The chair was, in the next half-second, the throw chair from the corner of the bedroom, with no one in it. Thomas’s book was on the chair. The candle in the hall was, again, lit.

Ellie stood at the foot of her own bed.

She breathed, in for four and out for six.

She walked, on her own feet, out of the bedroom, down the small narrow hall, into the living room, across the living room, into the kitchen.

She made herself a cup of tea.

She sat at the kitchen island with the cup of tea between her hands.

Two hours later — almost to the minute — Thomas came home.

He came into the kitchen.

He set his keys, deliberately, on the small dish on the kitchen counter.

He walked across the kitchen. He stopped half a step from the kitchen island. He set both his big warm hands on the cool laminate between them.

He looked at her.

His face, this time, was not the color of paper.

It was the warm tan summer color of a man who had been, for two hours, walking in the summer noon of central Texas with his face in the wind off the river.

“Ellie.”

“Thomas.”

“I have decided.”

“All right.”

“I am not, Ellie, leaving. I am not — Ellie — I have not, in fifteen years of being in love with you, ever decided to leave, not once, not in the bad summer two years ago, not in the small ugly months last winter, not in the whole of this last month while you were not sleeping. I have not, this afternoon, on this walk, decided to leave. I am — Ellie — I am here. I want to say that as the first thing.”

“Yes.”

“I am, however — Ellie — I am, however, going to ask you for one thing in return.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to ask you to tell me the rest.”

She opened her eyes.

“Thomas.”

“Yes.”

“You may not, the rest, believe.”

“All right.”

“You may, when you have heard the rest, decide to ask me to see a doctor.”

“All right.”

“You may, after the doctor, decide that you will not, in the long run, be able to live with what the doctor and I tell you.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I have decided that I am willing, this afternoon, to know all of those things. I am — Ellie — I am willing to find out what you are. I am, this afternoon, on the long walk down to the river and back, not afraid of you anymore. That is — Ellie — that is the thing I went to find out on the walk. I went to find out whether I was afraid of you. I am not. I am — Ellie — I am hungry to know all of you. Tell me.”

She set both her hands on his hands on the cool laminate.

She met his eyes.

She told him.

She told him about the meadow and the pavilion and the bull. She told him about the silver forest and the clearing and the green-glass lake. She told him about Apollo and Hercules and Zeus and Hera and the Vintner and Aphrodite. She told him about Lykaios. She told him about the labyrinth. She told him about the apple tree at the back of her parents’ yard in Bloomington. She told him about Wednesday night. She told him about Saturday night.

She told him, quietly, about the warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat.

She lifted her hair.

She showed him.

He looked at it.

He set the pad of his big warm thumb, lightly, on it.

He breathed out a long slow breath he had been holding for two hours.

He said, quietly, “All right, Ellie.”

“Thomas.”

“Yes.”

“Do you believe me.”

He did not, immediately, answer.

He looked at the warm gold mark for a long minute.

Then, gently, he set his big warm hand at the side of her cheek — the small bare triangle of skin at the side of her jaw that was hers and only hers — and he said, quietly, in the summer noon light of his own kitchen, “I do not, Ellie, know if I believe in any of the rest of it. I — I am, in this kitchen, this afternoon, a man who grew up in southern Indiana with two sisters and a father who taught the seventh grade for thirty-five years. I am — Ellie — I am not the kind of man who, as a default, believes in rooms with marble pavilions. I do, however, believe in you. I believe in this mark on your neck. I believe in the small ceramic dish on the bedside table, which I have been seeing for three weeks and not asking you about. I believe in the white feather you carried in your bag for two weeks and that I never, in two weeks, said anything about. I believe — Ellie — I believe in you. If you tell me there is a meadow and a marble pavilion and a young centaur who died for you on a back ridge, then there is. I will, in the next year, learn to believe the rest of it the way I believe in the mark on your neck. I am not afraid of you, Ellie. I am, this afternoon, in love with you. I am — possibly — the only mortal man on earth who’s going to love you the way you need. I want you to know.”

She did, in the kitchen, finally, weep.

She wept with her face in his big warm hand.

He held her.

He held her in the kitchen for a long time.

When she was, finally, done, he kissed her forehead.

He said, “Come on, baby. Come on. Bed.”

He took her to the bed.

He did not, in the bed, that afternoon, undress her. He held her in his big warm shape for four hours. The cardinal in the magnolia outside the window sang. The candle in the hall stayed lit. The warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat did not, in the four hours, get any warmer than it had been in his hand. The fan went one, two, three, four.

She slept against him in the late afternoon.

When she woke up at five, he was sitting up against the headboard with his book open on his stomach, watching her. He smiled.

“Hi, baby.”

“Hi.”

“You hungry?”

“A little.”

“I’ll make us pasta.”

“Thomas.”

“Yes.”

“Friday at four-thirty.”

“Yes.”

“You can’t be home.”

“Where do I need to be.”

“I — I do not know. Anywhere.”

“Lily’s.”

“Lily’s.”

“All right.”

“Thomas.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“You are very welcome.”

He went to make her pasta.

She lay in the bed alone for a long minute in the warm late afternoon light, with the small ceramic dish on the bedside table closed and the warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat warm under her hair. She said, in her head, into the warm afternoon — the way you say a thing in your head to a friend you have not, in several days, been able to call —

Apollo. Apollo. Are you all right.

The warm afternoon, in the bedroom, did not, immediately, answer.

Then — softly, faintly, very far away — at the edge of the silver forest, in a long warm meadow on the far side of a green-glass lake she had not, since Friday night, seen — a single low note of music played four notes.

Three.

Four.

Then it was gone.

She closed her eyes.

She breathed.

The cardinal in the magnolia, faintly, sang.






Chapter 30 — The Phone Call

That night she dreamed of a small white house at the edge of a sea she had never seen.

She came up on the cool sand of a beach in front of a small white-walled house with a low blue door and a single climbing vine of small pale pink flowers around the doorway. The sea behind her was the right color of sea. It was the green-blue of an actual sea, not the wrong electric blue of Zeus’s sea. The sand was warm. The sun was a low gold late-afternoon sun. There was a single small wooden chair in front of the doorway, and a small wooden table, and on the small wooden table was a small clay pot of tea.

A woman was standing at the doorway.

She was — when Ellie came up the warm sand toward her — perhaps Ellie’s age. She was not, in any of the ways Ellie had learned, in this house, to recognize gods, a god. She was a woman. She was barefoot. She wore a dress the color of clean linen, sleeveless, gathered at the waist. Her hair was dark — the dark of black coffee — with a single thread of gray at one temple. Her skin was the warm tan of a woman who had spent years on a beach. Her eyes were dark, warm, and tired.

She smiled when Ellie came up.

She smiled the way an older sister smiles at a younger sister.

She said, in a voice that was not, somehow, the voice of any of the women Ellie had so far met in any room of the dreamworld, “Ellie. Come, sit. Have some tea.”

“Who are you.”

“Sit, child. Come.”

Ellie sat down on the warm sand at the small wooden table.

The woman poured tea, slowly, into two clay cups. She handed one to Ellie. She sat down on the warm sand on the other side of the small table. She set her bare feet, easily, on the warm sand. She lifted her own cup to her mouth and drank. The tea was — when Ellie took her own first slow swallow — only tea.

It tasted of mint.

“Better,” said the woman, easily. “I am, child, the only one in this house who has not been ordered to give you a piece of information that has been engineered. The tea is mint. The tea is only mint. Drink.”

“Who are you.”

“My name does not matter.”

“Tell me anyway.”

The woman looked at her over the warm clay cup.

The dark eyes had, in them, an old quiet sorrow.

“My name,” she said, softly, “is Megara.”

Ellie set the cup down.

“You —”

“Yes, child.”

“You were —”

“Yes.”

“He told me about you.”

“Yes.”

“Megara —”

The woman set her own cup down.

She held Ellie’s eyes across the small wooden table.

She said, quietly, “Child. You are in a great deal of trouble in three days. I am not, in the moment, the woman to talk to you about my husband. We will, in another conversation, possibly have that conversation. Tonight I am here because I have been, in the small white-walled house behind me, for thirty-two hundred years, and in those thirty-two hundred years I have made a very particular study of the way the queen breaks her tools. I am here, this evening, to tell you the names of the women in your life she will go for next.”

“Wait —”

“Listen, child. The queen is not, on Friday afternoon at four-thirty, going to harm you. She has — and you should know this, she has — given you a true thing about that. She is going to give you a piece of news. It will be the kind of news that breaks a woman from the inside, without anyone laying a hand on her. She has been making the news, in pieces, for six weeks. She has been making it through the women in your life. Listen, Ellie, listen.”

“I am listening.”

“There are four women on her list.”

“All right.”

“The first is the small woman in the soft black blazer of your senior partner’s office, whom she walked out of your firm this morning. That woman is — child — that woman is, this evening, in a hotel room on East Riverside in central Austin, on her way to harming herself in a way that, in the morning, will cost her hands or her life. She has — she has, this afternoon, no one. You have to go to her. Tonight. Get up out of this dream, child. Get up. Get up. Now.”

“What.”

“The second woman is your husband’s older sister. She is — you already know this — the queen has already used a pickup truck on Mopac. The queen will, in the next ten days, use a different vehicle. The husband — Hercules, he has agreed to stand in front of the sister’s car for the next ten days. He has been — he has been, since Sunday, walking your husband’s sister’s neighborhood at four every morning. He stands on the high east horizon, a cool gray shape of a man. The sister will live.”

“Megara —”

“The third woman, child, is your friend at the firm. The woman with the dark sister face and the chips and the eyebrows. The queen will, on Saturday morning, send a small accident in the parking garage of her apartment. The friend’s husband — the friend’s husband, child — is a Pakistani man who is the finest finance attorney in the state of Texas. Tell her to tell him. He will know what to do. He is connected, child, to people in this state who will protect her when she is told. Tell her on Friday morning, before you receive the queen at four-thirty. Tell her in person.”

“All right —”

“And the fourth, child.”

“Yes.”

The woman set her warm hand, lightly, on Ellie’s hand on the small wooden table.

“The fourth is — child — the fourth is your mother in Indiana.”

Ellie did not breathe.

“Yes,” said the woman, gently. “I am sorry. I am sorry to be the one to tell you. The queen has — the queen has, this morning, sent the small Lubbock woman she walked out of your firm to your mother’s house in Bloomington. The small Lubbock woman is, this evening, sitting at your mother’s kitchen table. They are drinking coffee. The small Lubbock woman has told your mother she is from a charity drive that your mother’s church does outreach for. Your mother — your mother does not know, child. Your mother does not know any of this. Your mother is having the best afternoon she has had in three weeks, because a sweet young woman with a soft pale-pink cashmere sweater and a knife-edge smile that is no longer, in your mother’s kitchen, knife-edge — has come for her. You must call your mother now, child. You must call her on the telephone at the kitchen island in your apartment. You must call her in your dream and you must wake up and call her with your hands. You must hear your mother’s voice. You must stay on the phone with your mother until your husband gets in the car and drives to the airport. Your husband will, in the morning, fly to Indianapolis. He will rent a car. He will drive to Bloomington. He will sit at your mother’s kitchen table with your mother for as many days as it takes, until the queen has — eventually, on Friday afternoon at four-thirty, in some other way — done what she is going to do. Do you understand.”

“Megara —”

“Do you understand, child.”

“Yes.”

“Wake up, child. Now.”

Ellie woke up.

The clock said 1:11 a.m.

Thomas was a long shape behind her. The fan was going one, two, three, four. Her right hand was on the bedside table where the small ceramic dish was, and the small ceramic dish was, when she lifted the lid, empty.

She got up.

She walked, very quickly, on her bare feet, into the kitchen.

She picked up her phone.

She called Camille.

Camille did not, at one twelve in the morning on a Tuesday, answer.

She left a voicemail.

“Camille — Camille, this is Ellie. It is one twelve in the morning. I do not know where you are. I am — I am asking you, in the next hour, to call me. I need to find you. Camille — Camille — I am sorry. Whatever — whatever Hera told you, today, after you walked out of Bill’s office, is — Camille — please. Please, sweetheart. Please. Please call me back.”

She hung up.

She stood at the kitchen island with the phone in her hand.

She picked up the phone again.

She called her mother in Bloomington.

The phone rang four times.

Her mother picked up.

“Sweetheart?”

The voice was — Ellie realized in the half-second after the “sweetheart” — exactly her mother’s voice.

It was the slow Indiana voice she had heard at the foot of her childhood bed at six and at the kitchen counter at eleven and at her own wedding rehearsal at twenty-five. It was, exactly, her mother.

It was also, somewhere underneath, a thin slow note of something else.

It was the slow held note of a woman who was, in her kitchen, in Bloomington, Indiana, at one fourteen in the morning on a Tuesday, not alone.

“Mom.”

“Sweetheart, what is it — are you all right — it’s so late — sweetheart —”

“Mom — Mom — listen to me. Are you alone right now.”

“What.”

“Are you alone in the house, Mom.”

“No, sweetheart, no — there’s a young woman here. She’s a friend from the church’s charity drive. She’s so sweet. She came by yesterday morning to ask about — about — I’m sorry, sweetheart, I forget what it was about — she stayed for coffee, and we talked for hours, and now it’s late and she didn’t want to drive back into Indianapolis tonight, and so I told her — I told her she could stay in your old room, sweetheart, you don’t mind, do you — she’s so sweet — her name is Camille —”

The kitchen of Ellie’s apartment, at one fifteen in the morning, in the dim of the candle in the hall, was perfectly silent.

Her mother, on the other end of the phone, in a kitchen in southern Indiana, was the voice of her mother and the thin slow held note of a woman who was, in her kitchen, not alone.

Ellie set her right hand flat on the cool laminate.

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

“Mom,” she said, very evenly, with the warm Indiana steadiness of a six-year-old’s mother who had taught her to breathe in for four and out for six, in the warm voice of the only true thing she had decided, at twelve thirty on Tuesday afternoon, she still had —

“Mom — Mom, listen to me. I love you. Stay on the phone with me. Do not — do not, mom — do not, in the next thirty seconds, get up from where you are sitting. I need you to stay on the phone with me. Thomas is going to fly to you in the morning. He is — Mom — he is going to be with you by ten. I need you to stay on the phone with me until then. Mom — please — please — Mom, the young woman is not who she said she was, she is dangerous, do you understand me, please.”

There was, on the other end of the phone, a small silence.

Then, softly, in the slow Indiana voice that had — for her whole life — been the only voice Ellie had been able to hear, in her own head, when she had been eight and lonely or twelve and afraid or twenty-five and standing at the back of a small Bloomington church before her own wedding —

— her mother said, gently, evenly, completely calm —

“Sweetheart. I know, baby. I have known since Sunday. The young woman knocked on my door yesterday morning, and the small hairs at the back of my neck went up, and I have been pretending I do not know for two days. I am — sweetheart — I am at the kitchen table. She is in your old room. The door of your old room is shut. I have — I have a knife in the drawer at my elbow, sweetheart, the way your father always said I should. Stay on the phone with me. Stay on the phone with me. I will sit in this chair until Thomas gets here. I — sweetheart — I have got you.”

Ellie closed her eyes.

The long matte-silver thread of her own life — the one she had been telling herself was the thread — ran briefly from the kitchen island in Austin back to the slow Indiana voice in Bloomington. She set her forehead, lightly, against the kitchen island, and she breathed —

— in for four —

— and out for six.

“All right, Mom.”

“All right, sweetheart.”

“I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, baby.”

She woke Thomas. She made the booking. By two thirty he was in a cab to the airport with a small bag and two of his sweaters because his sister had told him that southern Indiana in late July was, at night, cool. She stayed on the phone with her mother for four and a half hours. They talked about Ellie’s grandmother. They talked about the cardinal in the magnolia. They talked about the tomato her mother had grown in a pot on the back porch of her own house in Bloomington that summer that had, last week, finally turned red. The sun came up over central Texas and they were still talking. At seven a.m. Thomas’s plane landed at Indianapolis. At nine fifteen he rented a car. At ten thirty he walked through the front door of her mother’s house in Bloomington with two sweaters and a paper bag from the airport that contained a single small jar of cypress honey, because Thomas, even at eight a.m. in the airport at Indianapolis on no sleep, had remembered that Ellie’s mother had loved cypress honey since 1991.

Ellie, in her kitchen in Austin, at ten thirty, with the phone still in her right hand, heard the front door of her mother’s house in Bloomington, in southern Indiana, swing open.

She heard, on the other end of the line, in her mother’s slow Indiana voice, the fast tearful glad sob of a woman who had been sitting at the kitchen table with a knife in the drawer at her elbow for nine hours.

She heard Thomas, behind her mother, on the porch, in her old gray T-shirt with two sweaters, say, gently —

“Hi, Mom. I’m here. We’ve got her.”

Ellie set her forehead against the island, and she wept.

She wept for ten minutes, on the kitchen island, alone, in the summer morning of her apartment.

Then she stood up.

She washed her face.

She lit the candle in the hall.

It was Thursday morning.

In thirty-two hours, the queen of the gods was, by appointment, going to be at her door.






Chapter 31 — The Husband

She drove to Priya’s after work.

Priya lived in a long low-ceilinged condo in a converted warehouse on the east side. The building had been a piano factory in the 1920s and a lighting showroom in the 1980s, and was now, in the 2020s, eight floors of soft pale-brick lofts with the original beams and the original tin ceilings. The small ground-floor parking garage had been, since the conversion, very well-lit and watched over by a private security firm Priya’s husband had quietly preferred since before he had married her.

Priya’s husband answered the door.

His name was Anil.

He was a careful man in his forties with neat silver at his temples and the calm steady presence of a person who had spent thirty years standing very still in courtrooms while expensive men around him panicked. He wore, this evening, a soft gray cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled to the forearm, and dark slim trousers, and a pair of bare feet on the warm Saltillo tile of the foyer. He smiled when he opened the door.

“Ellie.”

“Anil.”

“Priya’s in the kitchen. Come in. We’re glad you came.”

She came in.

The condo smelled of cardamom. Priya was at the long open kitchen, at the counter, with her hair down at the chopping board. She lifted her face when Ellie came in. She crossed the floor in her bare feet. She put her arms around Ellie, and she said, into the side of her hair, “Ellie. Ellie.”

“Hi, Priya.”

“You’re staying for dinner.”

“I’m staying for dinner.”

“Of course you are.”

They ate at the long oak table by the kitchen. Priya served chicken biryani with green chutney and a small plate of cucumbers and yogurt and the warm flat round of the bread her grandmother had taught her to make at twelve in Lahore. Anil drank a single glass of red. Priya drank two. Ellie drank water. The conversation, at first, was easy: the firm, Bill’s odd silences this week, the heat, the cardinal in Ellie’s magnolia, Anil’s mother, who had — Priya said, with the dry love of a daughter-in-law who had decided long ago to love her mother-in-law — taken up watercolor.

After the meal, Priya stood to clear.

Anil set his hand, lightly, on Ellie’s wrist.

He said, evenly, “Ellie — would you walk with me to the small balcony for a minute. Priya, I will help you with the dishes when we are back.”

Priya, who knew her husband, did not, for a single second, slow down at the sink.

“Take your time, my dears.”

The balcony was a small steel-railed thing at the back of the condo, ten feet above the alley, with a single small wrought-iron table and two chairs and a clay pot of basil on the table. The summer night was warm. The alley below was very quiet. Anil pulled out the chair for her. He sat across from her. He set his hands flat on the small wrought-iron table.

He held her eyes.

“Ellie.”

“Anil.”

“I have, in the last four weeks, been listening to my wife describe to me the slow change you have been undergoing on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building. Until this evening — when you walked into our condo with your pulse going faster than it should — I had not been afraid for her on your behalf. I am afraid for her now. I want to know what you have come to tell me.”

She kept his eyes.

She told him.

She told him only the part that mattered. She was — for reasons she was not going to explain in this conversation — being targeted by a person who had access to other people. One of those other people had, this morning, been told to send a small accident in the parking garage of his building on Saturday morning, to harm Priya. She had been told this by a — and she paused on the word for half a second — source she trusted. She could not tell him, in this conversation, who the source was. She was asking him, on the basis of the careful change of the last four weeks, to trust her, without further explanation — and to take the steps he was, in his world, capable of taking, to make sure that the small accident did not, on Saturday morning, find his wife in his garage.

Anil listened.

He listened with both his hands flat on the small wrought-iron table and his face perfectly still.

When she had finished, he said, quietly, “Thank you, Ellie.”

“Anil.”

“Tomorrow at six, the garage will be lit at four times its normal lumens. There will be a security detail on the building. There will be a woman with the building manager, an old friend of mine from the Travis County DA’s office, who will know what to look for. Saturday morning my wife will, on my insistence, accompany me to the airport at five thirty for a flight to her sister in Karachi. The flight will be a real flight. She will be on it. She will be in Pakistan by Saturday night central time. She will stay there for two weeks. I will arrange the rest. You do not — Ellie — you do not need to give me any further explanation. I have known my wife for fourteen years. I know the word source when she uses it. I know it when you use it. I trust you. I will not tell my wife the explanation. I will tell her only that her sister has called and that I have decided, on a whim, to send her. She will not go willingly. I will charm her. I am — Ellie — I am, in this household, very capable of charming her. Thank you, Ellie. I am — I am in your debt. I will not forget it.”

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

“Thank you, Anil.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Are you, yourself, all right.”

She looked at the small clay pot of basil on the wrought-iron table.

She held his eyes.

“Tomorrow afternoon at four-thirty there is a meeting at my apartment that will tell me whether I am all right, Anil. I will let Priya know either way on Saturday morning at the airport. Send her with her phone. I will text her.”

“Yes.”

“Anil.”

“Yes.”

“Tell her I love her. Tonight. When we go in. After I leave. Tell her I love her.”

He set his hand, lightly, on top of her hand on the small wrought-iron table.

“I have told my wife you love her every Tuesday and Friday for fourteen years, Ellie. She knows. I will tell her tonight again.”

She smiled. It was a very small, very tired, almost real smile.

“Goodnight, Anil.”

“Goodnight, Ellie.”

She went home.

Thomas was on the phone with her when she walked through the door. He had been on the phone with her for forty-five minutes. He was at her mother’s kitchen table in Bloomington, in the kitchen that had been the kitchen of Ellie’s whole life, with her mother across from him with a cup of cinnamon coffee. I taught him, her mother said proudly, I taught him how to put cinnamon in it. Ellie laughed. Thomas laughed. The small pale-pink cashmere sweater of the small Lubbock woman was, when Ellie’s mother whispered it into the phone, gone. The young woman had, in the morning, slipped out the back door of the house in Bloomington and into a black sedan that had been waiting on the lane behind. The sedan had pulled away. Her mother and Thomas had spent the day on the front porch with the door of the old room open, an ordinary Indiana summer afternoon coming in across the warm grass of the yard. The small clearing at the back where the apple tree was had — Ellie’s mother said evenly, with no small thin slow held note in her voice anymore — been very calm, sweetheart. Very calm.

Ellie sat at the kitchen island in her apartment with the phone at her ear and listened to her mother and Thomas argue about the proper way to make a tomato sandwich for forty minutes, and then she said, “I love you, Mom. I love you, Thomas. I am going to go to bed.”

“Goodnight, sweetheart.”

“Goodnight, baby. Call me in the morning.”

“I will.”

She hung up.

She walked into the bedroom.

She lay down on her own bed, alone, in the warm Thursday dark of central Texas. The fan was going one, two, three, four. The small ceramic dish on the bedside table was closed. The warm gold mark on the unmarked side of her throat was warm under her hair. She said, in her head, quietly, Hercules.

She slept.

He was at the foot of her own dream-bed, in the dim bedroom, with the lion-pelt thrown back over one of his brown shoulders and the dark honey eyes and the old bitter half-smile gone, this evening, away.

“Mortal woman.”

“Hercules.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“I am — I am, every morning at four, on the concrete corner of her street. I have been there since Sunday. The thing the queen sent for her on Tuesday morning saw me on the corner and turned around at the end of the block. The thing she sent on Wednesday morning saw me and did not even come down the lane. Last night the queen called both her things off entirely. Lily — Ellie — Lily has, since Wednesday, no one coming. I will, all the same, be on the concrete corner of her street at four every morning until you tell me otherwise. You do not — Ellie — you do not need to worry about Lily.”

“Thank you.”

“Friday afternoon at four-thirty.”

“Yes.”

“You will be alone.”

“Yes.”

“I do not — Ellie — I do not, this evening, like that you will be alone. I — I have been told, by my dead first wife, who has been talking to me on the warm sand of a beach I have not, in three thousand years, walked on, that the queen has — the queen has decided, on Friday, to come into your kitchen as a visitor and not as a queen. I — I want to believe Megara. I do not, in my four thousand years of knowing the queen, generally believe her when she has decided to be a visitor. I want to be in the apartment with you on Friday afternoon.”

“You can’t, Hercules.”

“I know.”

“She has — Hercules — she has agreed to come as a visitor. I have agreed to receive her as one. If you are in the apartment, the agreement breaks.”

“I know.”

“I will be all right.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I will — I will be on the concrete corner of your street at four-fifteen on Friday afternoon. I will not come up. I will not knock at the door. I will not, in the apartment, be there. I will be on the concrete corner of your street with my back against the trunk of the small magnolia in the small yard across from your building. I will be in the high east cool gray air, the way you saw me at the porch railing on the Tuesday after Lily’s accident. I will not, mortal woman, come up. But I will be there.”

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

“All right, Hercules.”

“All right.”

“Thank you.”

He bent his short-curly head over her dream-bed.

He set his mouth, softly, on the gold mark on the bare side of her throat. This time — this time — he kissed Apollo’s mark, and it did not burn under his mouth. The mark, in the dim dream-bedroom, faintly, warmed. All three marks — the gold one, the warm ghost of his hand at her right shoulder, the new third mark his mouth had set in the warm yellow candlelight of the kitchen on Saturday night — warmed together, in a steady single chord, the way the strings of a small lyre warm together when the same hand has tuned them.

He lifted his head.

He set his forehead, lightly, against hers.

“Sleep, mortal woman.”

“Goodnight, Hercules.”

She slept.

She slept the rest of the night.

The cardinal in the magnolia, in the gray dawn of Friday morning, when she finally woke at six twenty, sang — and the song, when she set her cheek against the cool window of the kitchen, was the song of every morning she had ever heard the cardinal sing.

She drank her coffee.

She ate her toast.

In the bathroom, while she was buttoning the cream silk blouse over her bra in front of the bedroom mirror, she let herself, for one slow count of three — look.

Three marks.

The warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear, on the unmarked side of her throat, warm.

The small bird tattoo on her left hipbone — under the band of her cream cotton trousers, where the silk was about to come down over it — warm.

The warm hand-shape at the warm side of her own warm right shoulder, where the demigod had set his huge hand at the kitchen island five weeks ago — warm.

She set her right thumb, lightly, at the place where the silk was loose at her own collarbones. She drew the silk up over her shoulder. She buttoned the top button.

The marks, under the silk, stayed warm.

She picked up her bag.

She drove to the office.

She did not, in the dim of the candle in the hall, turn the candle on.

She let, in the dim of the apartment, the candle stay unlit.

For a single Friday morning, there did not, in the apartment, need to be a candle.






Chapter 32 — Friday Morning

She walked into Bill’s office at eight.

Bill stood up.

“Ellie.”

“Bill.”

“You all right.”

“I am taking the afternoon.”

“Take the afternoon. Take Monday.”

“Bill —”

“Take Monday, Ellie.”

“All right.”

“I want — Ellie — I want to say one thing this morning. I do not, generally, have to say the thing twice in eight years. I want to tell you, in my office, on the record — recorded — that the firm is very glad to have you. What happened on Tuesday morning was a thing I have personally taken steps to make sure does not happen again. Whatever you would like, in the next eight weeks of your professional life, the firm intends to give you. Do you understand.”

“I understand.”

“Good. Go to your office. Adrian is in his.”

“All right.”

She went to her office.

Adrian came at eight forty-five.

He came in. He closed the door. He stood with both his hands in the pockets of the charcoal trousers, in the middle of her office, and he held her eyes.

“Ellie.”

“Adrian.”

“Are you in danger.”

“Yes.”

“How much.”

“By four-thirty this afternoon I will know. Before four-thirty, I am — Adrian — I am, in the apartment, alone. After four-thirty, I will be alone with another woman for, I think, perhaps thirty minutes. After that, I will know.”

“What is it? I will know what to do.”

“Adrian.”

“Yes.”

“Be at your apartment from four to six. Have your phone on. Have your shoes by the door. If I do not call you by six, drive to my apartment. If I do not answer the door, you will use a key that I am, on the way home from this office at one o’clock today, going to leave under the small pot of mint on the back porch. The mint. Not the rosemary. The rosemary’s pot is empty. Use the mint. Let yourself in.”

“All right.”

“You will, at that point, see what is in the apartment. You will then make decisions on your own.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“What is going to be in the apartment.”

She looked at him.

She held his eyes from across the cool glass of her own desk.

“At six, Adrian, I do not know. I — I do not know. I am — I am asking you, before you do not know, to be at your apartment from four to six with the shoes by the door. May I.”

He nodded, once.

“Yes, Ellie.”

“Adrian.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

He looked at her for a long minute.

He said, quietly, “After today — after this afternoon — at the end of this — when you are out the other side of whatever it is — call me. I am not — Ellie — I am not asking, this morning, for any of the things we are not doing. I am asking, this morning, for one phone call. From the other side of this thing. I want to know — I want to know — that you are out the other side. Call me.”

She opened her eyes.

“I will call you.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

“All right.”

He turned. He went to her door. He put his hand on the doorknob. He didn’t open the door.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I love you.”

She did not look down.

“I know, Adrian.”

“All right.”

He went.

She worked, on her own, with her glass-walled door open, until twelve thirty. At twelve thirty she stood up. She put on her cardigan. She picked up her bag. She walked, on her own legs, down the long quiet hall to the elevator. At the elevator, Priya was waiting.

Priya didn’t say anything.

Priya put her arms around her in the elevator.

Priya held her.

In Priya’s ear, Ellie said, “I love you. Tomorrow morning at the airport with Anil. Get on the plane.”

Priya pulled back.

Priya looked at her.

Priya said, in a voice she had not before, in two years, used —

“I will get on the plane, Ellie.”

“Thank you.”

“Ellie — Ellie — come home.”

“I am going to come home.”

The elevator doors opened on the lobby.

She walked out of the building into the warm summer noon of central Austin.

She drove home.

She tidied the apartment. She made the bed. She put the small ceramic dish on the bedside table. She closed the lid. She watered the cardinal’s magnolia by the kitchen window, because she had been forgetting to do that. She took out the recycling. She lit the candle in the hall.

At three thirty she made tea.

At three forty-five she put the small key under the small pot of mint on the back porch, not the rosemary, the small pot of mint.

At four o’clock she sat at her kitchen island with the cup of tea between her hands.

At four ten, faintly, in the summer light of her apartment, she felt — for one full half-second — a slow warm wave of something at the underside of her own sternum that was not, exactly, anything she had ever before felt.

She set her right hand on it.

She held her hand there.

The wave passed.

She did not, in the moment, name what she had felt.

She drank her tea.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, faintly, sang.

At four twenty-five there was a knock at the door.

She got up.

She walked across the living room, on her bare feet, in the soft pale-gray cardigan and the dark slim jeans. She stopped in front of her own door. She set her right hand on the doorknob. She breathed in for four, out for six, the way her mother had taught her thirty years ago in the kitchen in Indiana — and she opened the door.

The queen was on the doormat.

She was, this afternoon, not in the long simple white linen dress.

She was in a navy blazer, well cut, with a single small gold pin at the lapel in the shape of a stylized peacock’s feather. She was in a soft cream silk blouse and a knee-length pale charcoal skirt, and a pair of low black heels, and a single thin strand of pale gray pearls. Her cherry-wine braids were, this afternoon, gathered low at the back of her head in a soft chignon. She looked like a woman who had, in the last hour, gotten off a plane from Geneva and who would, in the next hour, be giving a quiet briefing to the board of a charitable foundation. Her eyes were, this afternoon, the gray-November they had always been, but her gray eyes had a settled look at the corners that Ellie hadn’t seen in the kitchen-cathedral.

In her right hand, she held a small white envelope.

“Ellie.”

“Hera.”

“May I come in.”

“Yes.”

The queen of the gods stepped over the threshold of the apartment.

She closed the door behind her.

She looked, for a half-second, at the small candle in the hall that Ellie had, this afternoon, lit.

She did not blow it out.

“Where would you like me to sit, Ellie.”

“At the kitchen island, please.”

“Of course.”

The queen walked, on her low black heels, across the wood floor of Ellie’s living room, and she stopped at the kitchen island, and she pulled out, with the small ordinary courteous gesture of a woman on a Friday afternoon visit to a friend, one of the tall stools, and she sat down.

She set the small white envelope on the cool laminate in front of her.

“Tea, Hera.”

“Please, Ellie. Without milk.”

Ellie made the queen a cup of tea.

She set it on the kitchen island, in a small white cup with a small thin gold rim that her grandmother in Indiana had given her on her wedding day. The queen, when Ellie set the cup down, looked at the small thin gold rim.

“Mary’s, dear?”

Ellie did not breathe.

Then she breathed.

“My grandmother’s.”

“Yes. She sat with you in 2004 when the bird hit the breakfast room window. She taught you to breathe. I — I have always been very fond of your grandmother. Tell her, when you next call, that an old friend asked after her.”

“Hera —”

“Sit down, Ellie.”

Ellie sat down.

She sat down at the kitchen island across from the queen of the gods, and she set both her hands flat on the cool laminate between them, and she held the queen’s eyes, and the queen of the gods, in the afternoon light of the kitchen, smiled — the private real smile she had smiled, briefly, in the cathedral-kitchen on Tuesday morning at four — and she said, gently, “Thank you for receiving me, child.”

“Thank you for asking, Hera.”

“It is a thing I have not done in eleven hundred years.”

“It is a thing I have not done in twenty-seven.”

The queen laughed.

It was, Ellie realized as she heard it, the first real laugh she had ever heard the queen make.

It was not the laugh of a god. It was the laugh of a woman who had, after a long dull afternoon, heard an honest joke.

“Yes. Yes. Ellie — I am going to do this in the order I have planned it. I am going to first say to you, before anything else, that I was wrong about you on Tuesday morning at four in the great hall. I told you, then, that you could not afford the price of saying no to me. I was — child — I was wrong. You could afford it. You have. I have, in the last eight days, watched you take everything I sent at you. You are the eleventh mortal woman in four thousand years to do so. I am the queen of a house that runs, my dear, on a great many engines I do not, generally, advertise. One of those engines is credit. Credit, Ellie, is what I keep. I tell you this because — child — because you have, in the last eight days, opened a great deal of credit in my house, and I have come, this afternoon, to give you a piece of it.”

“Hera —”

“Listen, child. I am not — I am not, today, taking a piece of news to you. I am giving you a piece of news. I want you to understand the difference. I am, this afternoon, the only one in this house who has it. The seers of my husband’s son — Apollo — and the seers of the king himself, my husband, and my own seers, learned it on Wednesday morning at six. I told them not to share it. I told them I would, this afternoon, share it myself. I came in person. I came as a visitor. I came in this navy blazer that I had a tailor on Brompton Road in London put together for me in 1978. I came, child, because I have decided to give you what is, in this house, the gift you have earned.”

“I understand.”

“Good.”

She lifted her cup.

She drank a single slow swallow of tea.

She set the cup down.

She held Ellie’s eyes.

She said, gently, in the afternoon light of the kitchen, in a voice that was not the cold voice of November but the low even voice of a woman who had, after four thousand years, decided to be honest with another woman —

“Ellie. The Fates have marked you.”

The kitchen, for a count of three, was perfectly silent.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside the window didn’t sing.

The fan did not count.

The slow warm wave under her sternum at four ten — the one she hadn’t named in the moment — had a name now, at four thirty-two in the kitchen of her apartment.

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

“Marked,” she said.

The queen looked at her for a long minute.

A familiar grief showed at the corners of her gray-November eyes.

“Yes.”

“How.”

“Child. I am, this afternoon, not going to tell you in this kitchen. The three sisters at the loom have asked me — they have, required me — to give you the rest of the news in writing. They are, the Fates, very particular about how a thing of this size is given. I am to leave you the envelope. You are to open it after I am gone. You are to read it sitting down, in the afternoon light of your own kitchen, in your own time. That is the manner in which the news, by the order of the loom-keepers, has to come.”

“Hera —”

“Yes.”

“Is it — is it a thing I will know how to carry.”

The queen smiled, gently.

“Ellie. Yes. The Fates do not, in their workshop, mark a woman they do not believe can carry the marking. They have, in nine hundred years, marked exactly four mortal women. Three of those four are, this afternoon, on the loom in places I will not, in your kitchen, name. The fourth is, this afternoon, sitting across from me, drinking tea out of her grandmother Mary’s cup.”

Ellie held the queen’s eyes.

She did not, for a full long count, breathe.

Then she breathed.

Hera watched her hand on the cool laminate.

Hera said, softly, “I am — child — I am going to leave now. I am going to leave you with the envelope. The news in it is yours. I am not, this afternoon, going to tell any of the men in this house. I am asking you, when you decide — when the time comes — to tell whichever one you tell, first, yourself. I am leaving you a thing on this kitchen island that you will need when you do. I am not telling you, in this kitchen, what the thing is. You will know what it is when you open the envelope. I want you to open the envelope only after I am gone. I am asking, this afternoon, only one favor of you in return for the news.”

“What.”

“When you have decided what you wish to do with the marking — if you wish to do anything with it — and the loom of this house, finally, settles around the line of the fourth light, you will tell me. You will, in the kitchen of your apartment, in your own time, in your own way, on your own conditions, tell me. That is the favor.”

“All right.”

“Thank you, Ellie.”

The queen stood up.

She tucked her cup, very neatly, an inch to the side of the small white envelope.

She lifted the small white envelope by the long thin edge and set it, deliberately, in front of Ellie on the cool laminate of the kitchen island.

She looked at Ellie for one long minute.

She said, gently, “Child. I want to say one more thing, before I go. May I.”

“Yes.”

“I have come to respect you, in the last eight days, in a way I have not, in nine hundred years, respected a mortal woman. I am — Ellie — I am, this afternoon, grateful to you. I do not, in particular, like saying so. I am saying so anyway. Be happy, child. Whatever you decide. Whatever the line of the fourth light is. Whatever you do, in the next year, with the news. Be happy. That is — Ellie — that is, on this Friday afternoon at four thirty-eight, the only thing I, in this house, can wish you.”

She turned.

She walked, on her low black heels, across the wood floor of the apartment.

She stopped at the door.

She turned, briefly, in the doorway.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“The candle in your hall.”

“Yes.”

“Keep it lit.”

“All right.”

“Goodnight, child.”

“Goodnight, Hera.”

The queen of the gods opened the front door of Ellie’s apartment.

She stepped over the threshold.

She closed the door behind her, softly.

The candle in the hall, in the small dim, did not go out.

It burned, lightly, very steadily, the pale yellow of a candle in a hall.

Ellie sat at the kitchen island for one full long minute, alone, with both her hands on the cool laminate.

Outside the kitchen window, in the summer afternoon light, the cardinal in the magnolia, softly, sang.

She did not, immediately, open the envelope.

She lifted her right hand, slowly, off the cool laminate.

She set her right palm, lightly, on the underside of her own sternum.

She breathed.

She let her own palm stay there for a full count of ten.

The slow warm thing, under her palm — the thing she had not, at four ten, named — was, this time, named.

She did not, on her face, smile.

She did not, on her face, weep.

She felt, in the kitchen, the long room behind her sternum — the one she’d been keeping shut since she was nineteen — settle open.

The room — for the first time in eight years — was not shut.

The room was open.

She breathed.

The cardinal sang.

She picked up the small white envelope.




PART THREE — THE FOURTH LIGHT






Chapter 33 — The Fourth Light

She held the small white envelope in her hand for a long time.

The envelope was a plain white envelope, the size of a folded sheet of letter-sized paper, with no return address and no postmark and no name on the front. The flap was sealed with the dark wax seal of an old house — the impression of a stylized peacock’s feather pressed in pale wax. The wax, when she touched it, was warm.

She set her thumb at the wax.

She broke the seal.

Inside the envelope was a small folded square of cream paper, and inside the small folded square of cream paper was a single small thin gold ring.

The ring was the size of a wedding ring. It was the warm clean gold of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon. It had no stone. It had no engraving on the outside. It was, when she lifted it again to the warm afternoon light of the kitchen window, almost weightless.

She unfolded the small square of cream paper.

The handwriting, on the paper, was a long careful flowing copperplate — the kind of handwriting a woman of forty has when she has been writing letters with a pen made of a swan’s feather since the first century AD.

The note read:

Ellie,

This is the ring I gave my husband on the day we were married. I am giving it to you because the Fates have, in the last week, marked you, and a marked woman walks into rooms she does not, in the past, have a right to walk into. The ring is the right.

Wear it on the third finger of the right hand. The gods you wish to call will come. The doors you wish to walk through will open. The threads you wish to edit on our loom — the small ones, at first, the larger ones in time — will respond.

You are, child, the fourth light.

I am sorry I did not tell you in your kitchen. I wanted you to read it sitting down.

— H.

Ellie set the note on the cool laminate.

She did not, immediately, lift the ring.

She set both her hands flat on the kitchen island, the way she had set them flat fifteen minutes earlier in the visit of the queen. She breathed — in for four and out for six, the way her mother had taught her thirty years earlier in the kitchen in Indiana. And the slow wave at the underside of her own sternum that she had felt at four ten — that she had not, in the moment, named — named.

It was not a child.

It was a room.

It was the new long room, behind her own sternum, the size of an actual room, that had — the Fates had decided, in the previous week, somewhere underneath everything — opened in her.

She could feel its width.

She could feel, when she breathed in, the slow careful pulling of its air. She could feel, when she breathed out, the slow careful settling of its weight along the long line of her own back. She could feel, at the small flat hard place at the underside of her sternum where she had pushed Adrian Hale on a Sunday morning two months earlier, the new doorway of it.

She lifted the small thin gold ring.

She set it, slowly, on the third finger of her own right hand.

It fit.

The warmth of it spread, over half a second, along her own pulse — up the line of her forearm, under the tendon at the inside of her wrist, into the small flat hard place at the underside of her sternum, into the new long room.

The new long room, behind her own sternum, brightened.

She closed her eyes.

She thought, deliberately, in the small room behind her sternum, the way you think of a place you have been before and would, this minute, like to stand in: the green-glass lake.

She opened her eyes.

She was, with no transition, no falling-asleep, no closing-of-the-curtain, on the warm grass at the edge of the green-glass lake.

The lake was the right green again.

The white birds at the far edge were stepping, slowly, between the reeds. The pavilion was as before. The hides were the same. The clay jug was the same clay jug. The bread the color of the sun was on the low table. The wind in the grass was the careful wind of the late afternoon. Cheiron — the eldest, the wise one, the great glossy red-brown centaur with the beard and the small gold rings — was, on his bare bearded man-half feet, at the edge of the pavilion, looking at her.

His face did one thing.

It was the slow careful surprise of a four-thousand-year-old centaur seeing a mortal woman come up to the edge of his lake without, somehow, coming up. Without falling asleep. Without dreaming. Without the small almost-imperceptible dimming around the edges of the warm afternoon that had been, in two months, the signature of every visit Ellie had paid this lake.

He came across the warm grass to her.

He stopped half a step in front of her.

He set his bearded man-half mouth against the warm crown of her head, lightly, the way he had set it on the night of the boy’s death.

“Lady.”

“Cheiron.”

“You — you have been marked.”

“Yes.”

“By —”

“By, Cheiron, the Fates. The queen, who you may, in the next thousand years of this house, find yourself revising your opinion of, came to my apartment at four-thirty this afternoon to tell me. She left me a ring. Forgive me, my friend, my eldest friend — I do not have an hour. I am, this afternoon, only testing the room. I will come, on a Sunday, for an hour. I would like, this evening, to call Apollo to my own kitchen. I would like also to call Hercules, an hour after Apollo leaves. May I.”

The eldest centaur smiled.

The smile was the private smile of a teacher who had been waiting fifteen hundred years for one of his students to ask a question of this shape.

“Lady. Of course you may. The marking is a thing the Fates do not, in their workshop, do lightly. They have decided, in your case, that your hand is — for the first time in nine hundred years — the right hand. You will, on the rooms of this house, find that the doors open the way you wish them to open. The men in this house will — when you speak their names with the ring on the third finger of your right hand — come. They will come whether they would have, in their own afternoon, planned to. They will come because you, lady, have been given the calling of them. It is the deepest of the rights the Fates can hand a mortal woman. They have handed it to you. Use it kindly. And use it.”

She opened them.

She was, with no transition, in her kitchen.

The cool laminate was the cool laminate. The cardinal was in the magnolia. The small white envelope was on the kitchen island. The small folded square of cream paper was on the cool laminate beside the envelope. The candle in the hall was, very steadily, lit.

The small thin gold ring on the third finger of her own right hand was, in the afternoon light, faintly warm.

She set both her hands flat on the cool laminate.

She breathed.

Then, deliberately, in the small room behind her own sternum, in the afternoon light of the kitchen, with the cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, faintly, singing —

She named him.

Apollo.

The cardinal, at the magnolia, in the afternoon, didn’t stop. The fan in the bedroom did not count. The candle in the hall, in the dim of the hall, did not, somehow, flicker.

He simply, in the next breath, was at the kitchen island.

He was the height of the man, not the god. He was on his bare gold-dusted feet on the wood floor, in the pale yellow linen wrapped at the waist and pinned high at the right shoulder, and the lyre was, somehow, at his back, and the gold dust at his cheekbones was — in the afternoon light of the kitchen — bright.

He looked at her.

He smiled.

It was the private real smile.

“Mortal woman.”

“Apollo.”

“You have been marked.”

“Yes.”

“I have known since five o’clock yesterday morning. The seers told me. Ellie — Ellie — I have not, in two thousand years, watched a marking happen on the loom. I am — Ellie — I am, in this kitchen, very glad.”

She crossed the wood floor.

She set her warm right hand, lightly, on his gold-dusted bare chest.

She did not kiss him.

She held the private real smile of his face in her own face for a long minute, and then she set her forehead, lightly, against his.

“Apollo. I have asked you to come to my kitchen, in person, in waking light, in the middle of the warm afternoon of central Texas, because I wanted, first — before I called any of the others, before I tested any of the further doors, before I did any of the larger thing — to thank you. I am — I am, in my whole life, never going to be able to repay you. You taught me — Apollo — you taught me how to be in a room where I was wanted. You taught me how to sit in warm grass and be loved. The clearing was the room I learned to want from. It was the room from which I learned to walk into all the others. I am — Apollo — I am, in this kitchen, grateful.”

He set his gold-dusted hand at the side of her cheek — the unmarked cheek, the small bare triangle of skin that was hers and only hers — and he held it there.

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I am — I am, in this kitchen, this afternoon, yours. I am yours the way the demigod was yours in the kitchen in candlelight on Saturday night. I am yours whether you call me into a room ever again. I am yours whether you set your warm right hand on the cool laminate of this kitchen island, on a Tuesday afternoon in 2032, and ask me to come — and I will, in 2032, come — or whether you do not. I want you to know.”

“I know.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“The kingdom of my father has, this afternoon, been told that you are the fourth light. The kingdom of my father has — Ellie — has gone quiet in a way I have not, in two thousand years, heard. The bull-king my father, the demigod my step-brother, my step-mother of the cherry-wine braids, my own seers, the small workshop of the Fates underneath everything — all of them, in this house, are listening for you. You are — Ellie — you are, this afternoon, the most listened-to mortal woman in this house since the first century BC.”

She laughed.

“Apollo, I —”

“What, my Ellie.”

“I do not, in particular, want all the gods in the four corners of your house listening for me.”

He smiled.

The smile, this time, had in it the dry warm Indiana humor she had learned from her mother in Bloomington and that he had, in the grass of his clearing, taught her how to fold into the rooms of his own house.

“Then, mortal woman, you will edit them out. That is the first thing your ring will, in a year, do. It will let you, on certain Sundays, in your own kitchen, not be listened to. I do not — Ellie — I do not envy the kingdom of my father this afternoon. The fourth light has more authority over the small bored gods of our house than any of them have over each other. You will, in this house, in time, run things. I would like you to know that, on the day you accept that, I will be the first of us who welcomed it.”

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She lifted her face.

She kissed him, lightly, once, on the mouth — the slow gentle goodbye-kiss of a woman in her kitchen, in the afternoon light, with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her right hand, kissing the god of music and prophecy and reasonable thinking.

He kissed her back.

His gold-dusted palm at the side of her cheek. His gold-dusted lower lip against her own. The small bristle of gold dust at her cheekbone. And for a count of three the afternoon light was — in her kitchen — brighter.

Then he pulled back.

He set his forehead, once, against hers.

“Goodbye for now, mortal woman.”

“Goodbye for now, Apollo.”

“Call me whenever you like.”

“I will.”

He smiled. The private real smile.

Then — in the next breath, in the afternoon light of the kitchen, in the wood floor — he was, simply, gone.

The kitchen was just the kitchen again.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside the window sang.

She set her warm right hand on the cool laminate.

She took the breath her grandmother taught her.

She named him.

Hercules.






Chapter 34 — The Forge

He was, in the next breath, in her kitchen.

He was very large — the height of two ordinary men. The lion-pelt was thrown back over one of his huge shoulders, and he stood barefoot on the wood floor in the dim of the candle in the hall. His dark honey eyes opened wide when he saw her on her own legs with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her right hand.

The dark honey eyes had, in them, this afternoon, not only the small flicker of grief. They had, this afternoon, an older grief beneath it — the held grief of a man who has been told, in the careful quarter-hour before, by a small winged-footed messenger of his step-mother’s house, that the woman he has been in love with for nine days has been, by the Fates, marked.

He did not, immediately, move.

He stood at the edge of the kitchen island. The small dim of the candle in the hall caught the long line of his short-curly head. He looked at her. The lion’s-head end of the pelt at his shoulder did, slightly, not hang the way it had hung in any of his other rooms.

The lion’s head was, on his broad brown shoulder, in the afternoon light of the kitchen, tilted slightly inward, the way a very large brown man tilts the head of a thing he has carried for a long time when he has been, in the private quarter-hour before, told he no longer needs to carry the thing.

He set, carefully, his right hand on the cool laminate of her kitchen island.

“Mortal woman.”

“Hercules.”

“You have been marked.”

“Yes.”

“By the Fates.”

“Yes.”

“I — I have been told.”

“I know.”

His honey eyes held the careful look she’d seen before.

He said, quietly, in the afternoon light of the kitchen, with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her own right hand and her unmarked jaw warm under her own hair —

“What would you like, mortal woman.”

Her gaze stayed on his.

The whole length of her, in the afternoon light of the kitchen, was — for the first time since the warm dappled afternoon of her parents’ yard in Bloomington two weeks earlier — fully awake.

The flush was at her own collarbones. The silk of her cardigan over the green silk blouse over the small flush at the side of her own throat was lifting and settling in the steady pulse at the front of her own neck. The small bird tattoo on her left hipbone, under her jeans, was — when she set her own hand against it — hot. The whole length of her thighs was flushed — the slow heat of a woman who had, in the careful quarter-hour before, been given a tool and was, in the afternoon light of the kitchen, deciding what she was going to do with it.

She held his gaze.

She said, simply, with the care of a mortal woman who had been, fifteen days earlier, in the grass of an Indiana yard, the most asked thing of any of his rooms —

“I would like, Hercules, for you to come with me to a room I have not been in. I would like you to come with me to a room no one in your house has been in. I would like — Hercules — I would like to make you a room, this evening, that is mine. I would like you to be the first one in it. I would like — Hercules — I would like you to take me there the way you took me at the apple tree, with the lion-pelt under my shoulders and your huge weight on me and the long old white scars under my open palms. I am — Hercules — I am, this afternoon, in my own kitchen, asking.”

His honey eyes widened — the fast widening of a very large brown man who had been told a thing he had not, in advance, allowed himself to consider.

He came around the kitchen island.

He set his hands at her own warm waist — the careful fingers settling at the long line of her ribs, the great enormous warm flat of his palm at the small of her back — and he lifted her, very easily, the way a man lifts a smaller bird, and he set her, lightly, on the kitchen island.

He did not move further.

He stood with his huge hands at her waist, his chest at her chest, his face at her face. The warm afternoon light of her kitchen made the long old white scars along the sides of his ribs faintly visible through the bare skin of his chest. The small flush at her own jaw, in the afternoon light, was warm.

“Mortal woman.”

“Hercules.”

“Make the room.”

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

In the next breath, she was not in her kitchen.

She was in a long warm stone room with a fire.

The room had been a small thought half a second earlier. The room was, in the next breath — real. The walls were the gray smooth stone of the inside of a forge. The floor was the gray smooth stone of the inside of a forge. The ceiling was, very far above their heads, gone in the dim. There was a single low fire at the far end of the room, in a stone hearth, with a steady flame the color of the gold of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon, and the warmth of the fire reached, in the dim, the low bed at the center of the room.

The bed was, when Ellie looked at it, the size of a bed for a very large brown man.

It was made up in soft heavy linen, the warm pale color of the inside of the grass at the apple tree in Bloomington. It had a single wool throw at the foot of it that was, when Ellie ran her hand along it, the warm dense soft of an old white deer.

There was no one else in the room.

There were no windows in the room.

There were no doors in the room.

The room — and Ellie, in the dim, knew this with the careful knowing that came up off her own skin — was, this afternoon, only theirs.

She turned.

He was standing in the dim three feet behind her.

The lion-pelt, on the gray smooth stone floor between them, was — at his bare brown enormous feet — down.

He had, somehow, in the half-second between her own kitchen and the warm dim stone room, set the lion-pelt down on his own. He had not been asked to. He had, on his own — in the dim stone room of her own making — taken the dead lion off his shoulder, after four thousand years of carrying it, and laid it on the gray smooth stone floor at his bare brown enormous feet.

His chest was — without the dead lion’s jaws beside the cheek — bare.

It was the bare brown chest she had set her open palms against in the grass of the apple tree, with the long old white scars along the sides of the ribs and the one across the throat, and the long line of the brown shoulders without, at last, the lion-head at the right one.

The dark honey eyes were, in the dim stone room, not the dim eyes of a four-thousand-year-old demigod.

They were the honey eyes of a brown man at thirty-one.

The room — Ellie understood, in the moment her own breath stopped — had, in fact, edited him.

The first room she had made.

The Fates’ first lesson.

He looked at her in the gold-dim light of the low fire.

He said, quietly, in the dim, in a voice that was — faintly, for the first time — the voice of a man who had not, in a long time, had to be the voice of a demigod —

“Mortal woman. What did you do.”

“I made a room without your step-mother in it.”

“And —”

“And, Hercules — and you, in the room, are — you are the man you were before she put her hand on the back of your skull in 1218 BC. You are, in this room, only the man.”

He set his warm right hand on his own bare brown chest, on the long old white scar along the side of his ribs.

The scar — at his hand — was, in the gold-dim light, gone.

He said, faintly, “Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I am —”

“Yes.”

“In this room — I am only mortal.”

“Yes.”

He closed his eyes.

He opened them.

The dark honey eyes had, in them, in the gold-dim light, a slow new shine she had not, in any room, seen before.

It was the held grief of a man who had not, in four thousand years, been allowed to be a man in a room of his own.

He came across the gray smooth stone to her.

He stopped half a step in front of her.

He set the warm flat of his palm at the side of her cheek — the unmarked cheek, her unmarked jaw — and the warmth of his palm was, for the first time in any room, only the warmth of a hand at the side of a woman’s cheek.

It was not the warmth of a forge with a banked fire.

It was the warmth of a hand.

She turned her face, lightly, into the warmth of his palm. She set her own right hand against his bare chest, where the scar had been — where the scar, in the gold-dim light, was now gone. The chest under her palm, on his slow careful pulse, was only warm.

“Hercules,” she said, softly.

“Ellie.”

“Take me to bed.”

The gold-dim light of the small fire at the far end of the gray smooth stone room pulled, faintly, across the long brown line of his bare warm chest as he bent his head — and he set, softly, his warm mouth at the small flush at the side of her own jaw, and the kiss this time was not, somehow, the kiss of a demigod relearning the gentle.

It was the kiss of a man.

It was — in the gold-dim light of a room she had made, with the long old white scars he had been wearing for four thousand years gone from his bare brown chest, with the small thin gold ring of a queen four thousand years older than him warm on the third finger of her own right hand — only the kiss of a man.

She lifted her arms.

She set both her warm hands at the long line of his bare brown shoulders.

She kissed him back.

She kissed him back in the gold-dim light of the low fire of the gray smooth stone room of her own making, with no other god in the four corners of any of the houses listening for either of them, and the kiss — the kiss, in her own mouth — was a new slow thing she had not, in any of his other rooms, been allowed to taste.

It was the steadiness of a man who was, in his own life, finally in the room he had been born into, in the body he had been born with, with the careful bare hands he had, for four thousand years, not been allowed to use.

It was, in her own mouth, uncomplicated.

He lifted her.

He lifted her the way he had lifted her in the grass of the yard at the apple tree, very easily, the way a man lifts a smaller bird. He carried her across the gray smooth stone of the gold-dim room. He set her, lightly, on the soft pale linen of the low bed.

He lay down beside her in the gold-dim light of the small fire.

The fire, at the far end of the gray smooth stone room, in the gold-dim light, in the careful pulse of her own ribs as she fitted herself, in the pale linen, against the long bare brown side of him —

— was, faintly, brighter.

What happened in the gold-dim light of the low stone room she had made, on the soft pale linen of the low bed, with no other god in any of the four corners of any of the houses, was — the demigod would later tell her, on a Sunday afternoon in another year, in another room, in another lifetime — the first night of his own life that had been, for him, his own.

The warm flat of his palm at the small of her back was the warm flat of a man’s palm.

The careful press of his bare brown forearms at the long line of her ribs as he settled, the heavier of them, into the long line of her body was the careful press of a man.

The bare brown chest at her own bare chest, at the small flush at the side of her own throat, at the long line of her own ribs, was only the bare chest of a man.

He was, in the gold-dim light, slow.

He was slow because he had — Ellie understood with the careful knowing that came up off her own skin — for four thousand years, never been allowed to be slow, and was, in the gold-dim light of her own room, finally, learning what slow was.

He was huge. He was heavy. Without the long old white scars, all of his strength was still there. The strength of him was, in the gold-dim light, only the strength of a very large brown man at thirty-one in a room with a low fire and a soft pale linen bed.

His right hand at the long line of her ribs was warm.

His careful huge left hand at the line of her thigh was warm.

The settling of his weight along her body in the pale linen was warm.

He undressed her slowly. His hand on the small of her back. His mouth at her sternum. He took his time at her breasts — careful, learning, watching her face for the small sounds that told him what she liked and didn’t. He kissed his way down her ribs, over the small bird on her hipbone, over the soft flushed skin at the inside of her thighs.

When he set his mouth on her cunt she came on his tongue with a quiet startled sound, and he kept his mouth there, slow and patient and unhurried, until she came again — slower, easier, both her hands in his short black hair, on a man who, this evening, was only a man.

“Mortal woman,” he said, against the inside of her thigh, his voice low. “Look at you.”

“Hercules —”

“I have, in four thousand years, never been allowed to do this slowly. Let me.”

“Yes.”

He came up the long line of her body. His cock, against the inside of her hip, was hard. He took her face in both his huge hands and kissed her, slow, deep, learning how a kiss tasted on a mouth that had, in four thousand years, mostly been told to do other things.

When he pushed inside her it was slow. It was slow because of his size — because she had to take all of him — and slow because he was, this evening, learning what slow was. He moved with her the way a man moves who has not, in four thousand years, been allowed to make love instead of war. He fucked her like a man who’d finally been given time. He fucked her with his forehead against hers, both her hands held above her head in one of his, slow steady thrusts at exactly the depth she wanted. She came around him on the third stroke. She came again on the seventh. She lost count somewhere after that.

Ellie — under him, in the gold-dim light, with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her own right hand and her unmarked jaw warm under his own careful mouth — chose.

She chose him with her own hands at the long line of his bare brown back. She chose him with her own mouth at the warm hollow at the front of his throat where the scar across the throat had been. She chose him with the long line of her own thighs, and with the slow pulse at the underside of her own sternum, and with the slow deep sound of the body recognizing, in the gold-dim light, that it was, for the second time, on its own terms, a body.

He, in the gold-dim light, finally, set his broad forehead, lightly, against hers, and he said, softly, in the gold-dim light of the gray smooth stone room of her own making —

“Mortal woman. I have, in four thousand years, not — I have not — Ellie — I am, in this room, no longer afraid.”

She set her right hand at the side of his cheek.

“I know.”

“You did this.”

“I know.”

“How do I — Ellie — how do I, in this room, thank you.”

She held his eyes.

She said, simply, in the gold-dim light of her own first edited room, with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her own right hand, and the small bare triangle of skin at the side of her own jaw warm under her own hair, and the soft pale linen at the small of her own back —

“Stay, Hercules. Stay, a little, before you go.”

He stayed.

He stayed for what was either an hour or four hours.

He stayed in the gold-dim light, his huge body the long shape of her side, his right hand at the long line of her ribs, his bare forehead against the small cool place at the back of her neck, his slow careful breathing in the hollow under her jaw, the pale linen at her hip, the steady fire at the far end of the room.

He stayed for what was, in the gold-dim light, an hour.

He stayed for what was, in the gold-dim light, four hours.

When he, finally, sat up — the gold-dim light of the small fire was the gold-pale-pre-dawn of the small fire, and the small fire, at the far end of the gray smooth stone room, was, faintly, going down.

He looked at her in the gold-pale-pre-dawn light.

He smiled.

It was, this time, the smile of a man.

He said, softly, “Ellie.”

“Hercules.”

“I am — I am, in this room, going to ask one favor.”

“Yes.”

“Will you build this room, from time to time, again.”

“In a year. In a decade. On a Tuesday afternoon in 2032.”

“Yes.”

“Yes, Hercules.”

“Will you, in those rooms — will you, in each of them, in each of those Tuesdays — let me in.”

“Yes, Hercules.”

“As only the man.”

“As only the man.”

“Goodbye for now, Ellie.”

“Goodbye for now, Hercules.”

He bent his head one last time. He kissed her — once, softly — on her unmarked jaw, the small unmarked side that had been, for the eight weeks of all of this, hers and only hers.

Then he stood up.

He picked up the lion-pelt, carefully, in the gold-pale-pre-dawn light of the gray smooth stone room.

He did not set it on his shoulder.

He folded it, very neatly, carefully, and he set it down on the low chair at the foot of the low bed.

He did not take it.

He looked at her.

“It will be here, mortal woman, the next time I am, in your room, called.”

“Yes, Hercules.”

“Goodbye.”

“Goodbye for now, my friend.”

In the next breath, in the gold-pale-pre-dawn light of the gray smooth stone room, he was — simply — gone.

The low fire, at the far end of the room, in the gold-pale-pre-dawn light, lightly, banked itself down to its embers.

The lion-pelt, folded very neatly on the low chair at the foot of the low bed, in the gold-pale-pre-dawn light, faintly, settled.

Ellie, on the pale linen of the low bed of the gray smooth stone room of her own making, in the gold-pale-pre-dawn light, with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her own right hand, breathed slowly.

She opened them.

She was, with no transition, in her own bed.

The clock said 4:11. Thomas was a long shape behind her. The fan was going one, two, three, four. The candle in the hall was, lightly, lit.

The small thin gold ring was on the third finger of her own right hand.

She set it, lightly, against her own warm right cheek.

The warmth of it spread, slowly, into her own skin.

She turned, gently, in the dark of her own bed, and she fitted herself, in the dark, against the long shape of her own husband, and she closed her eyes.

She slept.

She slept the long clean Indiana sleep of a woman who had, in her own life, for the first time, chosen a room.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside the bedroom window, at six fifteen, sang.

It sang the way the cardinal had sung for three years on the magnolia outside her kitchen window.

It sang, this morning, brighter.






Chapter 35 — Saturday

Thomas walked through the front door of Ellie’s mother’s house in Bloomington at eight oh five and put his arms around his mother-in-law, and she put her hands on his face, and the kitchen of the house in Bloomington — for one full moment — was the warmest room in the state of Indiana.

He had brought her two more jars of cypress honey.

She laughed.

By Saturday afternoon Thomas and Ellie’s mother were on a plane to Austin. Ellie’s mother had, in the previous twenty-four hours, decided that what she would in fact like to do was come back to Texas with Thomas for two weeks, not for the careful weekend the doctor had approved. Ellie’s mother had told Thomas this at the kitchen table at eight o’clock on Saturday morning, with the dry warm Indiana voice of a woman of sixty-five who had, in her life, never asked for anything for herself, and Thomas, who knew his mother-in-law, had said, easily, Mom, of course, get your bag.

She got her bag.

By six in the evening on Saturday they were at Ellie’s apartment door.

When Ellie opened the door, her mother — sixty-five years old, in the soft pale-yellow blouse, with the small gold cross at her throat — looked at her once for a half-second, set her own warm hand lightly at the side of Ellie’s cheek, the unmarked cheek, the small bare triangle of skin at the side of Ellie’s jaw — and said, evenly, quietly, in the slow Indiana voice that had taught Ellie to breathe at six —

“Sweetheart. You.”

“Mom.”

“You.”

She did not, at the door, say anything else.

She walked in. She set her green wheeled suitcase down. She set her purse on the kitchen island. She walked across the living room to the couch. She sat down. She set her hands flat on her own knees. She took one long careful look around her daughter’s apartment — at the candle in the hall, lit, at the small ceramic dish on the bedside table that she could see through the open bedroom door, at the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her daughter’s own right hand — and she said, quietly, all right, sweetheart. All right.

She stayed for two weeks.

She did not, in the two weeks, ask Ellie a single question.

She made breakfast every morning. She ate dinner every night. She sat with her son-in-law on the back porch in the warm evening air with a glass of iced tea. She walked, on her slow legs, three blocks every afternoon around the small park beside the apartment building, with her hand on Ellie’s elbow. They did not, on the walks, talk about gods, or rooms, or rings, or labyrinths, or queens, or demigods, or clearings, or lakes, or marble pavilions. They talked about the cardinal in the magnolia. They talked about the slow ripening of the tomato in the pot on the back porch in Bloomington — which Ellie’s mother had, Ellie realized on the second walk with a kind of fast affection, left in the daily care of the eight-year-old girl next door for the duration of her stay. They talked about Ellie’s grandmother, who had — Ellie’s mother said softly on the third walk, in the summer evening, with her hand at Ellie’s elbow — known you would, in your life, end up in a room like this. She told me the year you were born. I have, sweetheart, been waiting for thirty years to hear you say so.

Ellie, on the third walk, did not weep.

She held her mother’s hand at her elbow.

She breathed.

The three marks under her clothes, on the slow walk in the warm Texas evening, did not, on her body, cool. The bruise of the god of arrows under her own ear, on the unmarked side of her throat, warm. The small bird on her left hipbone under the band of her cotton trousers, warm. The hand-shape at the warm side of her own warm right shoulder under the soft cotton of her blouse, warm.

Her mother, walking beside her, did not — on her slow Indiana legs in the warm evening air of central Texas — ask.

Ellie did not, on the slow walk, answer.

The marks, under her clothes, carried.

She did not, on Sunday or Monday or Tuesday, dream.

She did not need to.

She did, on Wednesday morning at five-thirty — with the soft gray pre-dawn at the kitchen window, Thomas asleep in the bedroom, her mother asleep in the small mint-windowsilled guest room — sit at the kitchen island with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her right hand, and a cup of coffee with the cinnamon her mother had taught Thomas to put in it. And think of a place.

She didn’t, this morning, name a man.

That morning, she didn’t walk a room.

She thought, deliberately, in the new long room behind her sternum — of the gold-late afternoon light of Apollo’s clearing.

The clearing was, with no transition, in the soft gray pre-dawn light of the kitchen — in her kitchen window. Or — to be more precise — in the small frame of the small terra-cotta pot of mint on the kitchen window, behind the curl of the mint, the late-afternoon dapple of penny-colored leaves and the gold-warm grass of the clearing — was visible.

It was the size of a postcard.

It was the gold-warm grass of Apollo’s clearing in a postcard at the gray pre-dawn of the kitchen window.

She set her warm right hand at the cool glass of the kitchen window.

She breathed.

She closed her eyes. She opened them.

The clearing was, again, only the small terra-cotta pot of mint.

She smiled.

She drank her coffee.

That afternoon, when Thomas came home from the grocery store with three small jars of yellow tulips and the cardinal was, in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, softly, singing — Ellie, who had been at the kitchen island all afternoon working on a Halcyon presentation, set down her pen, and walked across the wood floor, and put her arms around her husband at the front door, and she set her face into the hollow under his jaw, and she said, softly, into the warmth of him —

“Thomas.”

“Yes, baby.”

“I am — I am all the way back.”

He set his big warm hand at the side of her cheek.

He held it there for a count of three.

He said, quietly, into the warmth of her hair, “I know, baby.”

“Thomas.”

“Yes.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, Ellie.”

She held him, in the afternoon light of her apartment, with the candle in the hall lit and the cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window quietly singing, for what was either ten minutes or four hours.

The fan above the bed in the bedroom went, faintly, one, two, three, four.

Outside, on the concrete corner of her street, across from her apartment building, against the trunk of the small magnolia in the small yard, in the summer afternoon light — there was no column of cool gray air.

There was only the small magnolia in the small yard, and a single child of seven, in a yellow sundress, who was — for some reason known only to her — picking up the small fallen white blossoms and setting them, one by one, in a careful loose ring on the warm sidewalk.

Ellie watched her, briefly, through the open kitchen window, with her face still in the warm hollow under her husband’s jaw.

The child finished the ring.

She set the last blossom in place.

She looked up — briefly — at the small kitchen window of Ellie’s apartment building, two stories up, on the second floor.

She lifted, faintly, her right hand.

She waved.

Then — in a single fast blink — she was gone.

The afternoon light, in the warm hollow under Thomas’s jaw, in Ellie’s own apartment, at four-thirty in the afternoon on a Wednesday — held.

The cardinal sang.

The candle in the hall, faintly, brightened.

Ellie closed her eyes.

She held her husband.

The summer was, for the first time in two months, quiet.






Chapter 36 — The Temple

She waited two weeks.

She waited two weeks because her mother was in the small mint-windowsilled guest room at the back of the apartment, and because Thomas — Thomas, who had, since the long Wednesday afternoon at the kitchen island with the cool laminate between them, decided that his life’s work was now to be the man on the warm couch with the lamp on at ten o’clock at night when his wife came home — was, in those two weeks, a quiet pleasure to come home to. They ate dinner on the back porch. They watched a movie at the kitchen island. They walked, the three of them, to the small park at the corner. The cardinal in the magnolia sang at six fifteen every morning.

Ellie, in the two weeks, did not, in any room of any of the worlds, raise her voice.

She did, however, think.

She thought, in the new long room behind her own sternum, about Apollo.

She thought about him at strange hours. She thought about him at three in the afternoon, on a Thursday, in her glass-walled office, in the precise cold air of an eighth-floor commercial building. She thought about him at six on a Sunday morning, with the wood floor under her bare feet, and the cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window faintly singing. She thought about him in her own bed, in the dark, against Thomas’s warm long back, at four eleven in the morning.

She did not, in those moments, miss him.

She was not, after the goodbye-kiss in her kitchen at four-forty in the afternoon on a Friday in late July, missing him.

What she was, in those moments — was curious.

She was curious because the Apollo she had been given, in the gold-warm grass of his clearing, was the private easy gold-dusted warm sun-warm Apollo. It was — Ellie had begun to understand, in the new long room — one of his Apollos. It was the Apollo of the lyre, and the Apollo of the white deer at the edge of the trees, and the Apollo of the small spring at the corner of the clearing.

It was not — and she had read the Iliad in the summer of her senior year of college on her grandmother’s back porch, and she had read it on her own kitchen island on a Thursday morning at six on the third week of her mother’s stay — the only Apollo he was.

The Apollo of the Iliad is, Ellie had remembered with the clean clinical clarity of a former English major, not the Apollo of the lyre.

The Apollo of the Iliad came down from Olympus on the first morning of the war with the bow in his hand and the quiver on his shoulder like night, and he sat down at a distance from the camp of the Greeks — Ellie had set her finger on the line in the old paperback at her own kitchen island — and he shot, for nine days, at the mules and the dogs first, and then at the men.

That Apollo was, on the long quiet third Thursday of her mother’s stay, the one she had begun to be curious about.

That Apollo was, on the long quiet third Thursday of her mother’s stay, the one she had not, in any of his clearings, met.

She decided, on a Friday afternoon in late August, to call him.

Her mother had flown back to Bloomington that morning at eight. Thomas had taken her to the airport in the gray dawn and was, this evening, at his sister’s house for the careful family dinner he had been promising Lily for three weeks. He would not, he had told Ellie at noon, be home until ten.

The apartment, at six in the evening on a Friday in late August, was empty.

Ellie was, in the empty apartment, alone.

She had, at the kitchen island, in the afternoon light of the kitchen, sat for a long time with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her own right hand, and thought.

She had thought, deliberately, of the place she wanted.

She had thought of a temple.

She had thought of a temple at the top of a long Aegean cliff at sunset — the kind that had stood on the cliffs of the Mediterranean for two thousand years. White marble columns. A long open colonnade with the sea below. A single low stone altar at the back of the colonnade. Bronze braziers either side. The gold-red light of late summer in the Mediterranean, and the warm wind off the sea full of the dry herb-smell of thyme and laurel.

She had thought, deliberately — at the back column near the altar — of a bow.

She had thought of a pale yew bow with a single string of fine sinew, and a small leather quiver hanging beside it on a bronze hook, with seven white-fletched arrows in the quiver, and the small dim leather sheen of the strap, and the bronze of the hook.

She had thought of the bow as the only thing in the temple that was not the gold-red of the late summer light.

She had thought of the bow as the steady black thing.

She had thought, deliberately, in the new long room behind her own sternum, of the gold-red of the late summer light at the back of his bare brown gold-dusted shoulders, and the way the bronze-red of the late summer light would catch on the small fine sinew of the string of the bow, and the way she — barefoot, in a simple white linen shift dress, with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her own right hand — would, when he came in, be standing at the altar.

She had thought, finally, deliberately — of what she wanted.

She had decided that what she wanted was the Apollo of the Iliad.

She had stood up from the kitchen island.

She had walked, on her bare feet, on the wood floor, into the bedroom. From the small drawer at the back of the closet she pulled the long simple white linen shift she had bought on a summer trip to Sayulita with Thomas in 2022, and had not, since, worn. The shift, when she set it on her shoulders, was the right white. She did not, this evening, put on any underthings. The small bird on her left hipbone, under the linen, was — when she set her own hand on it — already hot.

She didn’t, this evening, light the candle in the hall.

She walked back to the kitchen.

She drank one glass of cold water at the kitchen sink.

She set the glass on the cool laminate.

She closed her eyes.

She thought, deliberately, in the new long room behind her own sternum: the temple.

She opened her eyes.

She was, with no transition, on the cool white marble of the temple at the top of the long cliff at sunset.

The gold-red light of late summer in the Mediterranean was, at her own bare feet on the cool white marble, exactly the gold-red of the light she had thought, on her kitchen island, at five o’clock in the afternoon.

The wind was warm, and full of thyme.

The sea, below the long colonnade, was the deep impossible blue-purple of an actual Aegean evening.

The bronze braziers, either side of the altar, were lit. The flame in the braziers was the warm clean orange of small olive-wood fire. The smoke rising up off the braziers was the clean dry resin smell of the cypress chips she had, somewhere in the room behind her sternum, also thought of, two minutes earlier, at the kitchen sink.

The single low stone altar at the back of the colonnade, on the cool white marble, was the cool white stone she had thought of.

At the back column near the altar, on the bronze hook beside the altar, the pale yew bow was — in the bronze-red light of the late summer evening — the only thing in the temple that was not the bronze-red of the late summer light.

The bow was the steady black thing.

The seven white-fletched arrows in the small leather quiver, beside the bow, were the pale white of an old hunting feather.

There was no one in the temple.

She walked, on her bare feet, on the cool white marble, the long open colonnade.

She walked to the altar.

She set her right hand on the cool white stone of the altar.

Under her warm palm the stone held its cool.

She breathed — in for four and out for six.

The room behind her sternum, in the bronze-red light of the late summer evening of the cliff above the Aegean, was open.

She opened her eyes.

She named him.

That evening, she didn’t name him Apollo.

She named him — with the private knowing of a marked mortal woman who had, with the small thin gold ring on her finger, the right to call any of the gods of his house in any of his shapes — Apollo of the bow.

The temple, in the next breath, was no longer empty.

He was at the colonnade.

He was — when he turned, slowly, on his bare gold-dusted feet on the cool white marble — not the private easy gold-dusted Apollo of the clearing.

He was the same man, all the same. The same gold-dusted face. He was the same honey hair tied at the back of the neck with the piece of red thread. The lyre was not at his back. The bow — and he had, in the second between her naming and his arrival, somehow taken the bow off the bronze hook — was at his back, slung diagonally across his bare gold-dusted chest. The quiver was across his shoulder. The pale yellow linen wrap of the clearing was, this evening, the bronze-red of the late summer light, pinned higher at the shoulder, exposing more of the long gold-dusted line of his bare brown chest.

The eyes, when he turned and saw her at the altar, were, for the first time, not the warm sunrise eyes of the clearing.

The inside-of-a-sunrise color was, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, darker.

It was the deep red-gold-bronze of the inside of a sunrise immediately before the sun cleared the horizon.

It was the color of the dawn just before the dawn.

It was — Ellie understood, with the fast clean knowing — the dawn that came up over the camp of the Greeks on the morning of the first day of the war in the Iliad.

He looked at her for a long moment.

He said, quietly, in a voice that was, this evening, lower than the voice of the clearing —

“Mortal woman. You have called me in this shape.”

“I have.”

“You know, mortal woman, what shape this is.”

“I do.”

“Tell me.”

She held his eyes across the bronze-red light of the long open colonnade.

She did not raise her voice. She didn’t drop it.

She said, evenly, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset — with the thin gold ring of an older queen on the third finger of her right hand, and the small bird on her left hipbone hot under the white linen, and the small flush at the side of her throat already warm —

“Apollo of the bow. Apollo of the dreadful arrow. Apollo who, on the morning of the first day of the war in the Iliad, came down off Olympus with the quiver on his shoulder like night, and sat down at a distance from the camp of the Greeks, and shot, for nine days, at the mules and the dogs and the men. That Apollo. The one I have not, in any of your clearings, met.”

The smile that happened, at the corner of his bronze-red mouth, was — for the first time in any room — not the private real smile of the clearing.

It was the dry dangerous smile of a god who had not, in two thousand years, been called in this shape by a mortal woman.

He came two steps further into the colonnade.

He stopped at the line of the cool white marble where the bronze-red light from the open columns met the cool white stone, and he set his bronze-dusted hands deliberately on the leather strap of the quiver at his shoulder.

The dark sunrise-colored eyes moved over her slowly, taking their time.

The eyes traveled — on her — without rushing.

They went from her warm right hand on the cool white stone of the altar, to the thin gold ring on the third finger of her right hand, to the long line of her own bare arm where the linen had, slightly, fallen back, to the small flush at the inside of her elbow — to the long line of her shoulder at the white linen, to the small flush at the side of her own throat, to the gold mark on the other side, to the soft small place at the front of her own neck where the white linen lay loose at her collarbones, to the pulse at the small hollow of bone at the front of her throat — and then, deliberately, slowly, down.

His eyes moved, in the bronze-red light, down the line of her white linen shift, slowly, all the way to her bare feet on the cool white marble, and then, slowly, back up.

He stopped at her own eyes.

He held them.

The whole length of her, in the bronze-red light, was — under the white linen, barefoot on the cool white marble, with the thin gold ring on the third finger of her right hand — awake.

The flush at the side of her own jaw had spread. It was, under the white linen, at the small flush at the side of her own throat, at the long line of her own ribs, at the pulse at the small bone at the underside of her sternum, at the long warm sheet of slow flush at the inside of her own thighs.

The small bird on her left hipbone, under the white linen, was hot.

She did not, this evening, breathe.

He smiled.

The smile was the dry dangerous smile.

He said, quietly, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, with the bow at his back and the leather strap of the quiver under his bronze-dusted hand and the bronze-red of the late summer light on his own bare gold-dusted chest —

“Tell me, mortal woman, what you want.”

She met his eyes.

She said, simply, in the bronze-red light, in the pulse of her own throat —

“I want, Apollo of the bow, for you to leave a mark on me my husband cannot, in the morning, see. I want a mark only I will, in my body, for the rest of my life, be able to feel. I want — Apollo of the bow — I want to be taught a thing only the god of arrows knows.”

The smile widened, briefly, faintly, at the corner of his mouth.

“And.”

“And — Apollo of the bow — I want you to be slow about it. I want you to be precise. I want you, this evening, in this temple — I want you, Apollo of the bow, to be a little dangerous.”

His dark sunrise-colored eyes widened, fast.

Then they settled.

He set the bow, deliberately, against the back column near the altar.

He did not, this evening, set the quiver down.

He kept the leather strap across his bronze-dusted bare shoulder.

He kept the seven white-fletched arrows in the bronze-red light, in the small leather quiver.

He came, on his bare gold-dusted feet, across the cool white marble.

He stopped half a step in front of her.

The gold-red light of the late summer evening was, on the line of his bare brown gold-dusted chest, very close to her face.

The smell of him, this evening, was not the clean grass-and-beeswax smell of the gold-warm grass of the clearing.

The smell of him, this evening, was the warm dry resin smell of cypress chips on a small olive-wood fire, and the salt smell of the wind off the Aegean, and the private note of male sweat at the long brown line of his collarbone in the bronze-red light, and a very faint underneath note that was, when she finally placed it, iron.

It was the iron of the small white-fletched arrows in the leather quiver at his shoulder.

He set, lightly, deliberately, his gold-dusted right hand at the line of her own throat.

He set it on the gold mark.

He set it on the gold mark on the unmarked side, the mark he had set there with his teeth in the gold-warm grass of the clearing on the night the storm broke central Texas — and the hand, this evening, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, was not gentle.

It was, this evening, firm.

It was the firm warmth of the god of plagues, of the god of the dreadful arrow, of the god who had sat down at a distance from the camp of the Greeks for nine days. It was the firm warmth of a god who had been called in this shape and was, this evening, in the temple at sunset, coming.

The fingers settled at the line of her throat — the broad pad of his thumb at the steady pulse at the front, the gold-dusted fingers spread along her jaw, the small finger at the bare triangle of skin that had been, for two months, hers and only hers. And the hand was warm. And the hand was firm. And the hand was holding her.

He bent his head, slowly, in the bronze-red light.

He set, quietly, the bronze-red mouth of the god of arrows at the small place at the side of her own jaw, the small bare triangle of skin —

— and he set, on it, the smallest, cleanest, most precise mark she had ever in her life been given.

It was not a mark of teeth.

It was the steady press of his bronze-red mouth at the small place, and the careful sharp held suction of a god’s mouth at her own warm pulse, for a count of three. It was — under his bronze-red mouth — a careful thing she had not, in two months, in any of his other rooms, let him do, and that he had not, somehow, asked.

This evening, in the temple at sunset, he had not asked.

He had, with her permission, in advance, taken.

He pulled back.

He looked down at her in the bronze-red light.

He held her eyes.

He said, softly, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, with the leather strap of the quiver across his shoulder and the seven white-fletched arrows warm in the bronze-red light —

“Mortal woman. That, in nine days — when you set your husband’s hand on the small place — will be a warm bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate. He will not see it. You will. It will be — Ellie — it will be the kind of mark only the god of arrows can leave. It will be the small mark you will, for the rest of your life, be able to feel. You will set your own warm thumb to it on Tuesdays, on Sundays, in conference rooms, in airports, on the back porch of your apartment in the summer evenings of central Texas, and you will know — without any of the gods of my father’s house being told — that you have been chosen by the god of the bow, and that your husband, who is a good and faithful man, will never need to know. Do you understand.”

She did not, immediately, breathe.

Then she breathed.

“Yes.”

“Now. Now, mortal woman, I will give you the rest.”

He stepped back.

He set, deliberately, his gold-dusted right hand on the leather strap of the quiver at his shoulder.

He took, slowly, in the bronze-red light, one of the small white-fletched arrows out of the quiver.

He held the arrow in his bronze-red hand.

He held it the way a god holds a thing he has used, before, in nine thousand years, at a great many distances.

He looked at her.

He smiled — the dry dangerous smile.

He said, quietly, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, with the new bruise-mark already warming on her unmarked jaw —

“Lie down on the altar, mortal woman.”

She lay down on the altar.

The cool white stone, at her bare back through the white linen, was cool.

The bronze-red light of the late summer evening, on her bare arms above her head on the cool white stone, was warm.

The wind, off the Aegean, full of thyme, in the white linen shift, at the line of her own thighs, was warm.

She didn’t breathe.

He came around the side of the altar.

He set, deliberately, the white-fletched arrow in his bronze-red hand.

The arrow was, in the bronze-red light, very long — as long as her own forearm. Pale yew, smooth, with a small bronze tip and a small pale-white feather fletch at the back. The pale yew of the shaft, when he set it lightly at the front of her throat where the steady pulse was — was cool.

The pale yew of the shaft was not the bronze tip.

He had laid the shaft against her, not the tip.

The bronze tip was — in the bronze-red light — pointed away.

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

He was, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, on his bare gold-dusted feet on the cool white marble, beside her on the altar, with the white-fletched arrow held lightly in his bronze-red hand, with the pale yew of the shaft at the small place at the front of her throat — and his dark sunrise-colored eyes were, this evening, in the bronze-red light, waiting.

He was waiting for her to say yes.

She did not hesitate.

She said, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, in the new long room behind her sternum, on the cool white stone of the altar at the back of the long open colonnade —

“Yes, Apollo of the bow.”

He smiled.

He smiled the dry dangerous smile.

He said, quietly, “Then, mortal woman — be still.”






Chapter 37 — Apollo of the Bow

What happened in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset — on the cool white stone of the altar, with the warm wind off the Aegean full of thyme, and the dry resin smell of cypress chips on the olive-wood fire of the braziers, and the leather strap of the quiver across the bronze-dusted shoulder of the god of arrows — was the kind of thing that happened only in temples that did not exist.

It happened on her own terms.

It happened, also, on his.

He drew, slowly, the pale yew of the shaft of the white-fletched arrow down the line of her own throat — from the small place at the front of her throat, to the small hollow of bone at the front, to the long line of her collarbone, to the warm place between her collarbones where the white linen lay loose, to the warm place between her breasts under the white linen — and the pale yew of the shaft, in the bronze-red light, in the small place at her chest, was cool.

She did not breathe.

He set, with the careful patience of a god of precision who had been called in this shape and who was, this evening, coming, the pale yew of the shaft lightly down the line of her own ribs, slowly, with the firm precision of a god whose hands were trained, in nine thousand years, to not miss.

The pale yew was not the bronze tip.

The bronze tip stayed pointed away.

He drew the pale yew, slowly, down to her warm hip — to the small bird on her left hipbone, under the white linen — and the pale yew of the shaft, on the small bird, on the white linen, on the warm hot place at the small bird, was cool.

The skin around the small bird flushed.

She made — for the first time in the bronze-red light of the temple — a low helpless sound at the back of her own throat.

He smiled.

He smiled the dry dangerous smile.

He set the white-fletched arrow, lightly, on the cool white stone of the altar beside her bare hip.

He did not take it back.

He looked down at her in the bronze-red light.

He held her eyes.

He said, softly, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset —

“Mortal woman. Up.”

She sat up, slowly, on the cool white stone of the altar.

He set, lightly, his gold-dusted right hand at the back of her own neck — at the small place at the back of her own neck where the long line of her own hair was, this evening, gathered — and he gathered, deliberately, with the firm precision of the god who did not, in nine thousand years, miss, the line of her own hair into his gold-dusted right hand.

He held it.

He did not, this evening, pull.

He held it.

The warm, firm grip of his gold-dusted hand at the line of her own hair at the back of her own neck was, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, the firm warmth of a god who had been called in this shape and who was, this evening, holding her.

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She said, in the bronze-red light, in the steady pulse at the front of her own throat —

“Apollo.”

“Yes, mortal woman.”

“Pull.”

The smile, in the bronze-red light, was, this evening, for the first time, not careful.

It was the bright dangerous smile of a god who had not, in two thousand years, been told by a mortal woman to pull on the line of her own hair.

He pulled.

He pulled. On the morning after, in her own bed beside her own husband with the gold of the morning sun coming in through the window, Ellie would remember it precisely. She would not, in particular, want to repeat it to anyone.

He pulled, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, with the firm hand of the god of the bow — and the line of her own hair, in his gold-dusted hand, moved, slowly, by perhaps an inch, the way the long line of your own hair moves when an old cat has set its paw on it and decided, deliberately, to settle.

The pull, in the bronze-red light, was small.

The pull was, in the pulse of her own scalp at the back of her own neck, exact.

The whole length of her own body — under the white linen, in the bronze-red light, on the cool white stone of the altar — arched.

She made the low helpless sound at the back of her own throat for the second time in the bronze-red light.

She made, after the low helpless sound, the careful new sound of a body that had not, in any of its other rooms, been exactly held.

She had not, in her life, known her body could make that sound.

Neither, Ellie understood with the fast clinical clarity of a marked mortal woman in a temple of her own making, had Apollo.

The dark inside-of-a-sunrise eyes did, in the bronze-red light, the new fast widen of a god who had been, for two thousand years, in the small bored tedious clearings of his own house, and who had — finally — been called into a room where he was being taught something.

He bent his head.

He set the bronze-red mouth at the steady pulse at the front of her throat — and his teeth, in the bronze-red light, lightly, grazed.

Not bit.

Grazed.

The grazing of his teeth on her own steady pulse, in the bronze-red light, was — in the new long room behind her sternum — the warm fast clean clinical thing of the careful permission a god gives a mortal woman only in this shape, in this temple, on this kind of altar.

The permission was the private permission to want it.

She wanted it.

Her right hand, on the cool white stone of the altar, made the new precise reaching gesture of a body that had — under her own white linen, on the cool white stone of the altar at the back of the long open colonnade — finally found out what it had, all along, been built for.

Her warm right hand found the leather strap of the quiver at his shoulder.

It closed, lightly, on the leather strap.

It pulled.

The leather strap, in the bronze-red light of the temple, gave.

The seven white-fletched arrows in the small leather quiver, on the precise bronze-red shoulder of the god of arrows, in the bronze-red light of the temple, didn’t fall.

They stayed, in the bronze-red light, in the leather quiver.

He smiled.

The smile, this time, was the bright dangerous smile.

He set, deliberately, his gold-dusted left hand at the line of her own hip, on the white linen, on the small bird, and he pulled — with the firm precision of the god of the bow — the plain linen shift dress of a Sayulita beach two summers earlier up the long line of her own warm thigh.

The bronze-red light of the late summer evening, on her own bare thigh in the bronze-red light, on the small bird on her left hipbone in the bronze-red light, on the pulse at the small place at the underside of her own sternum in the bronze-red light, was very warm.

He set, slowly, the gold-dusted firm precise pad of his right thumb on the small bird.

The small bird, under the gold-dusted pad of his right thumb, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, was — for the first time in fifteen years on her own warm hipbone — hot the way a small bird in flight is hot.

She arched, slightly, in the bronze-red light.

The cool white stone of the altar, at her bare back through the white linen, was cool.

She made, in the bronze-red light, in the new long room behind her sternum, the slow deep new sound of a body recognizing, in the bronze-red light of a temple of her own making, exactly what it had been built for.

He held her hair.

He held the line of her own hair in his gold-dusted right hand, with the firm precision of the god who did not miss.

He pinned, with his other gold-dusted hand, her right wrist, lightly, to the cool white stone of the altar above her own head.

He bent his head.

He set, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, in the steady pulse at the small place under her ear, the bronze-red mouth of the god of arrows — and this time, in the bronze-red light, the teeth were not a graze.

The teeth were a firm precise bite.

The bite, in the careful clinical bronze-red light, drew — for one full clean count of three — one bright drop of warm red blood.

The drop bloomed at the small place under her ear, the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, in the steady pulse of her own throat — and the drop, in the bronze-red light, was bright, and small, and clean.

He held the drop in his mouth for one full careful count of three.

Then he, slowly, with the firm precision of the god of the bow — kissed it away.

The drop, on his bronze-red mouth, was, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, gone.

The small place under her ear, on the pulse of her own throat, in the bronze-red light, was — in nine days, when she set her right thumb to it on a Tuesday afternoon in her apartment in central Texas, with her husband at his sister’s house and the cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window faintly singing — the careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate that the god of arrows had told her, in the bronze-red light, that she would, for the rest of her life, be able to feel.

She made, in the bronze-red light, the slow deep helpless sound of a body that had been exactly understood.

He set his bronze-red mouth, lightly, against the side of her own warm temple, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, and he said, quietly, with the bright dangerous smile of the god who had been called in this shape and who had been told, finally, in two thousand years, by a mortal woman, exactly what to do —

“Now, mortal woman. Now I will give you the rest.”

He set the arrow back in his hand.

He used the cool pale yew of the shaft, this time, at the inside of her thigh. He drew it, slowly, up — past her knee, past the soft flush at the inside of her thigh, to the warm wet place between her legs where the white linen had ridden up. The yew of the shaft was cool. Her skin, against it, was not.

He set the cool yew at her clit.

He pressed, just enough.

She arched off the altar with a sound she did not, this evening, make on purpose.

“Steady, mortal woman,” he said, quietly. “I am only beginning.”

He moved the shaft. He moved it the way a god of precision moves an instrument — slowly, deliberately, exactly where he had planned to move it. He drew it down through her wet, parting her, and the cool yew came back up slick. She watched him watch it. She watched the bright dangerous smile on his bronze-red mouth widen by a quarter-inch.

He set the wet yew, deliberately, at her mouth.

She tasted herself on the wood — slick, salt, hot — and she opened her mouth around the shaft because his eyes told her to, and she sucked, once, and his eyes did the thing they had not done in two thousand years.

He set the arrow on the altar beside her hip.

He pulled the white linen the rest of the way up. He undid the pin at his shoulder. The pale yellow linen of the wrap fell to the cool white stone.

His cock was gold-dusted like the rest of him — hard, dark, slick at the tip with the same gold-dust that lived at his cheekbones. It was the cock of a god. She didn’t, in the bronze-red light, have language for it.

He set his right hand at her throat, under the gold mark, and held her there — not tight, not gentle, exactly. He set his left hand on her thigh and spread her open. He looked down at her, at the wet mess between her thighs, at the small bird burning gold at her hipbone, at the bruise already warming under her ear.

He pushed into her in one slow, exact thrust.

She came on the first thrust.

She didn’t expect to. She didn’t decide to. It was the orgasm of a body being entered by a god of precision who had, with the cold yew of an arrow’s shaft, made her ready for him — and her pussy clenched around his cock in long shaking waves while he was still pushing in, and the sound she made was not a sound she had heard from her own throat in twenty-seven years.

He smiled.

He didn’t stop.

He fucked her on the cool white stone of the altar — slowly at first, then harder, his hand at her throat, his thumb at her jaw, his cock dragging against places she had not, in twenty-seven years, known existed.

“Look at me,” he said.

She looked.

“Tell me what you are.”

“Yours —”

“Whose, mortal woman.”

“Apollo’s. Apollo’s — fuck — Apollo —”

He smiled and drove harder. She came a second time when his thumb left her throat and slid down between them and found her clit, and she cried out — actually cried out, in the bronze-red light of a temple at sunset, the way she had not cried out in any bed of her ordinary life. He fucked her through it. He used her clit until she was shaking and begging him to stop, to keep going — she didn’t know which she meant.

He pulled out of her, lifted her off the altar with one easy movement, and pushed her against the cool white marble of the back column. Her bare back hit the cold marble. He hooked her thighs around the bronze-dusted small of his back, lined his cock up at her wet cunt, and drove up into her in one full hard thrust.

She came a third time. On him. Around him. Soaking him. The leather strap of the quiver was crushed under her fingers. The pale yew of the bow knocked against the column behind her shoulder on every thrust. He didn’t slow. He set his mouth at her throat and bit, lightly, and she felt the gold mark Apollo of the easy clearing had once given her go hot under his teeth, and she came again — a fourth, a fifth, she had lost the count — her cunt clenching on him so hard she heard him groan against her skin.

“Fuck, mortal woman.”

“Apollo — please —”

“Please what. Say it.”

“Come in me.”

He did. He came inside her against the column with a low sound that was not the sound of a god — only the sound of a man at the end of a long held breath. The slow gold flood of him in her was, for a long count, the only thing in the temple. Her legs slid down his back. Her hands dropped from the leather strap. The pale yew of the bow knocked, once more, against the column, and then was still.

He held her there for a minute, his cock still buried in her, his forehead at her temple, his breath in her hair.

He carried her back to the altar.

He laid her down on the cool white stone. He took the white-fletched arrow off the altar, and he used the cool yew of the shaft on her again — slowly, this time, drawing it through her, slick to the second knuckle, until she was sobbing, soaked, dripping, ready for him a second time. He fucked her again, this time with her wrists pinned over her head in one of his huge gold-dusted hands. He fucked her until she had lost the count and the temple had gone from bronze-red to dark blue, and then he made her come on his mouth with her thighs around his head and his tongue working her clit until she came twice more in five minutes, ragged and shaking, her hands in his hair.

When he finally lifted his mouth from her cunt and came back up the long line of her body, what she made — first in the bronze-red light, then in the dark blue, then in the orange firelight of the braziers as the Aegean evening came in — was the sound of a body that had, for the first time in twenty-seven years, been given, exactly, what it had asked for.

She made it more than once.

She made — and this was the sound she would, for the rest of her life, on a Tuesday afternoon in her apartment in central Texas, with her right thumb at the careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under her ear, be able to remember — the slow deep undefended sound of yes.

He gave her, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, on the cool white stone of the altar — the rest.

When he, finally, lifted his bronze-red mouth from the small place under her ear and set, lightly, his gold-dusted forehead against the slow pulse at the front of her throat —

— the bronze-red light of the late summer evening was, in the bronze-red light, gone.

The bronze-red light had become, in the time that was either an hour or four hours of the pulse of her body in his bronze-red hands, the soft dark blue warm Aegean evening of late summer.

The warm braziers either side of the altar were, in the soft dark blue warm Aegean evening, the only light in the long open colonnade.

The pale yew of the white-fletched arrow on the cool white stone of the altar, beside her bare hip, in the orange firelight of the small olive-wood fire of the warm braziers, was, in the soft dark blue warm Aegean evening, warm.

He lightly set his gold-dusted right hand at the small place under her ear.

He set the gold-dusted pad of his right thumb at the careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate that he had, in the bronze-red light, given her.

He held it there.

He smiled.

It was the bright dangerous smile.

It was, also — in the Aegean evening, in the orange firelight of the small olive-wood fire of the warm braziers, in the pulse at the small place under her ear, in her chest — the private real smile.

Both smiles, on the bronze-red mouth of the god, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, were the same smile.

She opened them.

She said, softly, in the Aegean evening, on the cool white stone of the altar at the back of the long open colonnade —

“Apollo.”

“Yes, mortal woman.”

“Thank you.”

The dark inside-of-a-sunrise eyes did, in the Aegean evening, the new flicker.

He bent his bronze-red head.

He set, softly, his bronze-red mouth at the small bare triangle of skin at the side of her own jaw — the small unmarked side, the side that was hers and only hers — and he kissed her, softly, one private gentle kiss — the kiss of the easy gold-dusted Apollo of the gold-warm grass of the clearing, and he said, in the warm Aegean evening, in the orange firelight of the small olive-wood fire of the warm braziers —

“Ellie.”

“Apollo.”

“You are very welcome.”

She lay, in the soft Aegean evening, on the cool white stone of the altar at the back of the long open colonnade, with the pulse of her body slowly, in the new long room behind her sternum, settling — and the bronze-red weight of the god of arrows on the long line of her own body, in the dark Aegean evening, was — for one full long careful count of ten — only the pulse of a man who had, in two thousand years, finally been told, by a mortal woman, exactly what to do.

He set, softly, the white-fletched arrow back in the small leather quiver at his shoulder.

He stood up.

He went, on his bare gold-dusted feet on the cool white marble, to the back column near the altar.

He took, deliberately, the pale yew bow off the bronze hook.

He slung it across his bare bronze-dusted chest.

He turned.

He looked at her in the soft dark blue Aegean evening — on the cool white stone of the altar, in the clean orange light of the olive-wood fire, with the small bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate already warming on the place under her ear and the thin gold ring on the third finger of her right hand —

— and he smiled, one last time, the bright dangerous and real smile, and he said, softly —

“Goodbye for now, mortal woman.”

“Goodbye for now, Apollo of the bow.”

In the next breath, in the soft Aegean blue evening of the temple at the top of the long cliff above the Aegean, on the cool white stone of the altar at the back of the long open colonnade — he was, simply, gone.

She lay on the cool white stone of the altar for a long, long minute.

The orange firelight of the small olive-wood fire of the warm braziers, in the Aegean evening, on the line of her own body — settled.

The careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate, on the small place under her ear, in the orange firelight, was warm.

She breathed.

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She was, with no transition, on her own bed in her dark bedroom in her apartment in central Texas.

The clock said 9:43.

Thomas’s keys, on the small dish on the kitchen island, said home.

He was, when she padded out on her bare feet, in his old gray T-shirt at the kitchen island with two glasses of cold water.

He looked up.

He smiled.

“Hi, baby.”

“Hi, Thomas.”

“You napping?”

“A little. I — I lay down.”

“You okay?”

“All the way.”

“Glass of water?”

“Yes, please.”

He handed her the glass.

She drank.

The water, in the summer evening of the kitchen, was cold.

She did not, in the summer evening of the kitchen, set her right thumb to the small place under her ear.

She didn’t need to.

The careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate, on the small place under her ear, faintly, in the summer evening of the kitchen, warmed.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, softly, in the summer evening, sang.






Chapter 38 — Pomegranate

She did not, on Saturday morning, look in the bedroom mirror until she had been awake for an hour.

She showered.

In the shower, with the warm water on the small bone at the underside of her own sternum where the bronze-red mouth of the god of arrows had landed at sunset on a long Aegean cliff in late August — she stood, for one slow count of three, with her own warm right palm flat on the tile and her face turned up to the warm water, and she let her own body, finally, know what it had spent the last seven hours not, in the dim of her own bedroom beside her own husband, knowing.

It knew.

The small bone at the underside of her own sternum was warm.

The place between her own thighs was, at six twelve on a Saturday morning, in her own warm shower, warm.

The tan inside of her own thighs, where the god had set, with his own bronze-red mouth, on the cool white marble of the temple at sunset, one careful kiss — was warm.

She did not, in the warm water of her shower, set her own warm right hand between her own thighs.

She did not need to.

The slow gold-pre-dawn flush along the line of her own body did, on its own, in the warm water — settle.

She turned off the shower.

She dried her hair. She made coffee. She put cinnamon in it. She sat at the kitchen island with her coffee in her hand and watched the cardinal in the magnolia outside the window. She let the slow careful pulse of her body — the pulse at the small place under her ear, the long slow flush still moving in her thighs, the private bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate already warming on the place under her ear — settle.

The cardinal sang.

The candle in the hall was, this morning, not lit.

The small ceramic dish on the bedside table, when she finally walked back into the bedroom, was empty. There was no laurel. There was no white feather. There was nothing.

She lifted her hair.

She looked, finally, at the small place under her ear in the bedroom mirror.

The small place under her ear was, in the gray-gold morning light of central Texas, the small place under her ear.

There was no bruise.

There was no mark.

There was, on the small place under her ear, only the steady pulse of her own warm throat, and the small bare unmarked side of her own jaw, and the small bare triangle of skin at the side of her own jaw that was, this morning, only hers.

She set her right thumb, lightly, on the small place under her ear.

The small place, under her right thumb, in the gray-gold morning light, was warm.

It was the careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate the god of arrows had, in the bronze-red light of the temple at sunset, told her only she would, in her body, for the rest of her life, be able to feel.

She smiled.

She held her right thumb on the small place for a long count of three.

Then, deliberately, she let her right thumb drop.

She let her own hair down.

She walked, on her bare feet, out of the bedroom, down the small narrow hall, into the kitchen.

Thomas was at the kitchen island.

He was on his bare feet, in his old gray T-shirt, at the kitchen island, with two glasses of orange juice and a small bowl of strawberries between him and the small terra-cotta pot of mint on the kitchen window. He looked up when she came in. He smiled.

“Hi, baby.”

“Hi, Thomas.”

“You sleep okay.”

“I slept all night.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He kissed her forehead.

She lightly set her right hand at the side of his cheek — the unmarked side, his unmarked jaw that was, in the summer morning of her apartment, hers — and she kissed him, softly, on the small place at the side of his own jaw, and the small place, under her own warm mouth, was warm.

He laughed.

“What was that for.”

“Strawberries.”

“Liar.”

“Am not.”

“Am too.”

He set his big warm hand at the side of her own cheek, the unmarked side, her unmarked jaw — and he held it there for a count of three.

He did not set his warm thumb on the small place under her ear.

He didn’t need to.

He said, quietly, in the summer morning of his own kitchen, “I love you, baby.”

“I love you, Thomas.”

“Strawberries.”

“Strawberries.”

They ate strawberries at the kitchen island.

That afternoon she went to the firm. Bill had emailed her the night before — Ellie, the Halcyon CMO has called me twice this week. I think we are going to need to talk about New York, dear, sooner rather than later. Saturday afternoon, when you have a moment. Bring nothing. She walked, on her own legs, into Bill’s office at three. Bill stood up. They talked for two hours, on the long oval table in his office, about the rest of her career, and he laid out a precise five-year plan, and she said, very simply, in the summer afternoon light of his office, Bill — yes.

She drove home at five thirty.

She made dinner with Thomas. They ate on the back porch. The cardinal at sunset sang. The light moved across the small back yard — gold-late afternoon to gray-pale evening to the soft dark blue of a Texas summer night. And Ellie, on the back porch with her husband, with the small bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the place under her ear, the gold ring on the third finger of her right hand, the room behind her sternum open — was, for the first time in two months, unhurried.

She did not, that night, dream.

She did not need to.

The fan went one, two, three, four.

The candle in the hall was, this night, not lit.

The cardinal, at six fifteen on Sunday morning, on the magnolia outside the kitchen window, sang.

It sang the way the cardinal had sung for three years on the magnolia outside her kitchen window.

It sang, this Sunday morning, brighter.

That afternoon, on the cool laminate, with her right hand at the careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under her own ear, Ellie — alone, in her apartment, with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her right hand and the summer afternoon light of central Texas through the kitchen window and the room behind her sternum open —

— smiled.

She set her right thumb on the small place under her ear.

The small place, under her right thumb, faintly, warmed.

She thought, in the new long room, of all the rooms she had not, yet, made.

There were a great many of them.

She picked up her phone.

She called her mother in Bloomington.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Sweetheart.”

“What are you doing this evening.”

“Watching the news.”

“Mom.”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

“Do you want to come back next week.”

Her mother, in the slow Indiana voice that had taught her to breathe at six and that had sat at the kitchen table in Bloomington with a knife in the drawer at her elbow for nine hours, said, simply —

“Yes, sweetheart.”

“All right.”

“All right, sweetheart.”

“I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, baby.”

She hung up.

She set the phone, deliberately, on the kitchen counter.

She set her right hand at the kitchen island.

She breathed in for four, out for six.

The cardinal, in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, sang.

She thought — in the room behind her sternum, in the summer afternoon light of central Texas — of the next room.

She did not, this afternoon, name it.

She let the room, behind her sternum, come.

The room came, faintly, slowly and warmly, in the summer afternoon light of the kitchen — in the careful new shape of a room she had not, in any dream or clearings or temples, yet seen.

She did not, in her chest, yet know what it was.

She would, in time, find out.

For now —

— for now —

— the cardinal, the magnolia outside her kitchen window, in the summer afternoon light of central Texas, in the room, in the small bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the place under her own ear that no one in the world but her would, for the rest of her life, be able to feel —

— sang.






Chapter 39 — The Fortress

She did not, on Tuesday evening, mean to call him.

She had spent the day at the firm. She had walked Halcyon’s CMO through the next quarter at three on a Zoom call from her glass-walled office, and the CMO had said, evenly, Ellie, you are running this account now, you should know that. Ellie had said thank you and signed off. She had eaten a cold salad at her desk at five. She had driven home in the summer dusk with the windows down, the river a long matte-silver ribbon under the bridges. The cardinal in the magnolia outside her kitchen window was already, when she came in the door at six, singing.

Her mother was in the kitchen.

Her mother was in the kitchen with two glasses of cold water and a bowl of cherries and a private Indiana smile at the corner of her mouth, and Thomas was on the back porch with the cardinal and his book, and the summer evening was — for the first time in three weeks — an uncomplicated summer evening.

Ellie ate cherries with her mother.

She walked, on her bare feet, on the wood floor, into the bedroom at nine. She lay down on her own bed, alone — Thomas was in the small mint-windowsilled guest room with her mother, watching the Cubs lose — and she closed her eyes.

She thought, deliberately, in the room behind her sternum, of nothing.

She had decided, that morning, in her glass-walled office, that this evening she would not, in any room of any world, build a thing.

She would, this evening, let it be.

She closed her eyes.

She breathed.

She opened her eyes.

She was not, somehow, in her bedroom.

She was in a long stone room with a single low fire and a dirt floor.

The room was the size of a small chapel. The walls were the cool rough black volcanic stone of a mountain that had, in her ordinary mortal life, never stood anywhere on the maps of any country she had visited. The floor was packed dirt. There was a single low fire in a stone hearth at the far wall — the warm clean orange of an old olive-wood fire — and the orange light of the fire reached, in the dim of the long stone room, the heavy wooden table at the center of the floor, and the two heavy wooden stools beside the table, and the iron-framed bed pushed up against the long stone wall on the right.

There was a heavy wooden door at the far end of the room.

The door was, this evening, closed.

Above the long heavy iron-framed bed, on a pair of bronze hooks driven into the rough black volcanic stone, was the long curved hunting bow she had, in the gold-pre-dawn light of her own first edited room, taken away from him. The bow was the pale yew. The string was the pale sinew. The bow was — in the orange light of the small olive-wood fire — back.

On the heavy wooden chair beside the bed, very neatly folded — was the lion-pelt.

The dead lion’s-head of it was, in the orange light, on the heavy wooden chair, back.

He was, in the dim of the long stone room, with his back to her, at the far wall, with his short-curly head down, and his bare brown back to her, and his bronze-dusted hands flat against the cool rough black volcanic stone wall at the far end of the room.

He was, in the orange light, in his own size.

He was the height of two ordinary men.

She had, in the moment of her closing of her own eyes on her own bed, in her apartment in central Texas — not called him.

She had not built this room.

She had not, this evening, made any of this.

She was, this evening, in his room.

She held very still.

The whole length of her, in the dim of his long stone room, was not, somehow, breathing.

He did not, immediately, turn.

He said, quietly, in the dim of the long stone room, in a voice that was — this evening — lower than the voice of the forge room and lower than the voice of the apple tree and lower, even, than the voice of the labyrinth —

“Mortal woman.”

She did not answer.

The small bird on her left hipbone, under the dark slim jeans she had, somehow, in the dim of his long stone room, still been wearing — was, faintly, hot.

The small thin gold ring on the third finger of her right hand was warm.

She didn’t lift her right hand.

She didn’t name him.

She did not say his name.

She held very still.

He turned.

He turned, slowly, on his bare feet on the packed dirt floor of his own room, and the dark honey eyes — when they found her in the orange light at the heavy wooden door — were not the dark honey of the gold-pre-dawn light of her own first edited room.

They were not, also, the dark honey of the apple tree.

They were the dark honey of a man who had been, for three weeks, on the south ridge of his own mountain, walking off something he should not, in particular, have to walk off.

He looked at her in the dim of his own long stone room.

He said, quietly, “I felt the bow, mortal woman.”

She did not answer.

“I felt the bow across the mountain on Friday at six-thirty in the evening. I felt the white-fletched arrow on the cool white stone of an altar that should not have been built. I felt — Ellie — I felt my golden brother in the small place at the warm front of your throat, with his bronze-red mouth and the warm firm precision of his gold-dusted right hand at the line of your hair. I felt, for nine days afterwards, the careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under your ear that I — mortal woman — that I, in three weeks of walking the south ridge of my own mountain, had not, somehow, been allowed to give you. I have been — Ellie — I have been thinking.”

She didn’t answer.

The small flush at the side of her own throat had spread.

The small bird on her left hipbone, under the dark slim jeans, was — when she set her right hand against it — hot.

She didn’t set her right hand against it.

She kept both her hands at her own sides on the heavy wooden door of his long stone room.

He took, slowly, one step toward her.

She did not move.

“I have decided, this evening, mortal woman,” he said quietly, in the small dim of his own long stone room, “to stop walking it off.”

She did not answer.

The small flush at the side of her throat went, in the small dim, to her jaw.

“You did not call me, mortal woman.”

She did not answer.

“I came anyway.”

She did not answer.

“You are — Ellie — in my room.”

She did not answer.

“I would like, mortal woman, for you to stay.”

She kept his eyes.

She didn’t say yes.

She did not say no.

She did not, in the dim of his own long stone room, speak.

He took two more long slow brown steps on the warm orange-lit packed dirt floor.

He stopped half a step in front of her.

The warmth of his bare chest, in the orange light of the small olive-wood fire, was — at her own warm face, at her chest, at the steady pulse at the small bone at the underside of her own sternum — very close.

He did not, immediately, set his hand on her.

He looked down at her.

He did not speak.

The whole length of her, in the dim of his long stone room, in the orange light of the small olive-wood fire, with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her right hand and the small bird hot on her left hipbone under the dark slim jeans — was, in the room behind her sternum, open.

She didn’t close it.

She didn’t lift her warm right hand.

She did not name him.

She did not say no.

He set, slowly, the firm warmth of his right hand at the line of her own throat — and he did not, this evening, set his hand on the unmarked side. He set his hand on the marked side, on the gold mark of his golden brother, on the careful gold mark Apollo had set there, with his teeth, in the gold-warm grass of the clearing two months earlier.

The warmth of his huge right hand, on Apollo’s mark, was firm. It was the firm warmth of a demigod who had been, for three weeks, on the south ridge of his own mountain.

It was, this evening, firmer than at the apple tree.

She didn’t breathe.

He bent his short-curly head.

He set his broad mouth, lightly, on the careful gold mark of his golden brother — and the teeth, in the dim of his long stone room, in the orange light of the small olive-wood fire, were not a graze.

The teeth — for one full careful count of three — closed.

They closed on the gold mark.

The gold mark, under the warm firm precise close of his teeth, did not bleed.

It didn’t bruise.

It went, for one full careful count of three, cool.

The careful gold mark of his golden brother, under the warm firm close of his huge teeth, was — for the first time in two months — not warm.

She made the low helpless sound at the back of her own throat.

She did not say anything.

He pulled back.

He looked at her.

He said, quietly, in the orange light of his own long stone room, with the firm warmth of his huge brown right hand at the line of her throat —

“Did you ask my golden brother, mortal woman.”

She did not answer.

“Did you ask him to put the careful gold mark on the bare side of your throat.”

She did not answer.

“Did you ask him to put the careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under your ear.”

She did not answer.

He waited.

The orange light, in the dim of his long stone room, did not change.

He said, quietly, with the old wolfish smile at the corner of his mouth that had not, in any of his other rooms, been there —

“You did, mortal woman. I know you did. I felt you. And — Ellie — you have not, this evening, asked me.”

She did not answer.

“You will not, this evening, ask me.”

She did not answer.

“You will not, this evening, ask me at all.”

She did not answer.

His honey eyes widened, fast.

He said, quietly, in the orange light of the long stone room of his own —

“Then I will, this evening, mortal woman, give you what you have not asked for.”

He bent his huge head one more time.

He did not, this evening, set his broad mouth on Apollo’s mark.

He set his mouth on her right wrist — at the small pulse at the inside of her own right wrist, under the ring on the third finger of her right hand — and he set, on it, the warm firm precise bite of an enormous brown demigod who had not, in three weeks on the south ridge of his own mountain, been allowed to bite anything.

The bite, on the small pulse at the inside of her own right wrist, drew — for one full private count of three — one bright drop of warm red blood.

The drop, in the orange light, was bright, and small, and clean. And it was — in the new long room behind her sternum — the small private yes of a body that had not, this evening, been asked to give one, but that had, under his teeth, given it anyway.

He held the drop in his bronze-red mouth for one full careful count of three.

He did not kiss it away.

He swallowed it.

The drop — in the dim of his long stone room — went down the long line of his throat.

She didn’t breathe.

He lifted his face.

The dark honey eyes had, in the orange light, the small private satisfaction of a man who had, in three weeks, finally, been allowed to take a thing he had been told, for three weeks, to walk off.

He set his right hand at the line of her right thigh — on the dark slim jeans, on the hot small bird underneath. He lifted, very easily, both her ankles off the packed dirt floor. He carried her, deliberately, across his long stone room to the long narrow iron-framed bed against the rough black volcanic stone wall on the right.

He set her, very firmly, on the iron-framed bed.

He set, with the firmness of a demigod who had been, for three weeks, walking the south ridge of his own mountain — both her own warm right and warm left wrists, above her own head, against the cool iron of the headboard.

He held them there in one hand, his thumb at the pulse at the inside of her right wrist under the gold ring. He held both her wrists to the iron with one hand.

She pulled.

She pulled, hard, against the pin — a single sharp twist, the way a woman pulls when a thing is happening to her that she has not, in any of her rooms, said yes to.

His grip didn’t move.

She pulled again.

It was like pulling against the iron itself.

She said, in her own voice, quiet and flat, the only word she would say in the next fourteen minutes —

“No.”

He looked at her.

He held her eyes for one long count of three. The dark honey of them did not move. He did not, in the orange light, say anything back.

He waited.

He waited the way a man who knows the difference between a no that is the start of a fight and a no that is the start of a surrender — waits.

She felt, against the iron, her own body — her hips, her thighs, the swallowing pulse between her thighs — answer the question her mouth had not asked. She felt herself slacken. She felt her wrists stop pulling. She felt her ribs let out the breath she had been holding.

He did not, in the orange light, smile.

He nodded once.

He used his left hand on the rest of her.

He used it to undo the buttons of her green silk blouse — one at a time, slowly. He used it to push her jeans down her thighs and off, leaving them on the packed dirt. He used it to cup her over the cotton between her legs and to find — with one callused thumb — that she was, despite the no, despite herself, wet.

She didn’t ask.

She didn’t refuse.

She did not, in the orange light, say a word.

She let her mouth fall open.

She let her eyes close.

She let the cotton of her underwear go where his thumb sent it. She let his finger, slow and deliberate, push into her pussy — one knuckle, then two. She let her hips lift off the iron-framed bed, on their own, to meet him.

That was the only thing she gave him.

She didn’t give him a word.

She didn’t give him a yes.

She didn’t give him a no.

She gave him her hips, lifting against his hand — and that was, in the dim of his stone room, all she gave him.

He smiled.

It was the wolfish smile of a man told, by the pulse of her body, that she was — despite the rule she had never been asked — not going to fight him.

He pulled his hand back.

He undid the leather thong of his pelt-wrap. The pelt fell on the dirt floor.

She didn’t look down.

She kept her eyes closed.

She heard him kneel between her thighs. She felt his knee part her open. She felt the blunt heat of his cock settle at her, where she was wettest.

He didn’t ask.

He didn’t give her time to.

He pushed in.

In one slow, relentless thrust he filled her — completely — and she felt the length of him reach somewhere that was, in her own body, impossibly deep.

She made the helpless sound at the back of her throat.

She didn’t say his name.

She didn’t say yes.

She didn’t say stop.

She made the sound, and she made it again — and her hips met him on the second thrust, and on the third, and then she lost count.

He fucked her on the iron-framed bed against the volcanic stone wall, both her wrists pinned above her head in one of his hands, her ankles wrapped around his hips on their own, the steady thrust of him pushing her, again and again, against the iron headboard.

He fucked her with all his strength, all his weight, all his size — the size her first edited room had once shrunk, and that his own room had, this evening, put back.

She came.

She came on his cock with no warning — wrists still pinned, hips still lifting on their own, mouth open, eyes closed, one hot tear on the unmarked side of her jaw. She came in long shaking waves around him, and her pussy clenched on its own through every pulse, until she was empty and shaking and still pinned.

He didn’t stop.

He kept fucking her.

His thumb found her clit, slick with her, and circled — slowly, deliberately, until she was helpless on him, on his cock and his thumb at the same time.

She came a second time when his teeth bit, lightly, into the bird on her left hipbone, where the jeans had, somehow, gone. The bite drew no blood — only the precise warm bruise that would, in the morning, be the exact size and shape of his right index finger pressed into her flesh.

She didn’t scream.

She didn’t say his name.

She didn’t say a word.

When he finally came inside her, the slow flood of him was, for a full count of three, the only thing in the dim room. He held still, her wrists still pinned, his forehead at the small place at the side of her throat where his brother’s gold mark had been. He breathed in for four, out for six — the slow careful breath of a man who had just taken a woman who had not, this evening, asked him to.

She didn’t say a word.

When he, finally, lifted his short-curly head from the small bird on her left hipbone — the dark honey eyes had, in them, the old slow private satisfaction of a demigod who had — in the orange light of his own long stone room, on the iron-framed bed against the rough black stone wall — finished walking it off.

He looked at her.

He held her eyes.

He said, quietly, in the orange light of his own long stone room —

“Tell your husband, mortal woman.”

She did not answer.

“Tell — your husband — that.”

She did not answer.

He smiled.

It was — for the first time in any of their rooms — the old wolfish delighted smile of a demigod who had, in the orange light of his own long stone room, given a mortal woman a thing she would, on her own warm hipbone in her bedroom mirror in the gold morning light, not be able to explain.

He said, quietly, “I want you to spend, mortal woman, the next two months thinking about how, exactly, you will explain it.”

She did not answer.

He lifted his right hand from both her warm wrists.

She did not lower them.

She kept them, for a count of three, above her own head, against the warm iron of the headboard.

He smiled.

The smile was — this time — the old wolfish and warm smile of a demigod who had, in the orange light of his own long stone room, been answered.

He sat up.

He swung his bare brown legs off the iron-framed bed.

He stood, slowly, in the orange light, on the packed dirt floor.

He looked down at her.

He said, quietly, in the orange light of his own long stone room, with the long old white scars along the sides of his ribs back, and the old wolfish smile at the corner of his broad mouth —

“Goodnight, mortal woman.”

She didn’t answer.

She did, slowly and carefully — and she would, on the morning afterwards in her bedroom in central Texas, with her right thumb at the warm bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate on the small bird on her left hipbone, not, in particular, regret it — close her eyes.

She did not name him.

She didn’t build a room.

She didn’t summon him to her own kitchen island.

She did not, this evening, answer him at all.

She thought, deliberately, in the new long room behind her sternum — of nothing.

She let the orange light of his own long stone room — go.

She opened her eyes.

She was, in the next breath, on her own bed in her bedroom in her apartment in central Texas. The warm dark. Her husband — somehow asleep beside her — a long shape behind her. The thin gold ring warm on the third finger of her right hand. And on the small bird on her left hipbone, the small bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate, exactly the size and shape of the callused right index finger of a demigod pressed into her flesh.

The clock said 9:57.

She had, somehow, in the orange light of his own long stone room, been gone for only minutes by the clock — though it had felt like an hour.

She lay in her dark bedroom for one full long count of ten.

Then, quietly, in the dark, with her right thumb at the precise bruise on the small bird on her left hipbone — she said, in her head, with the room behind her sternum open, the private flat sentence of a marked mortal woman who had, in fourteen minutes of the orange light of a long stone room of a demigod she had not, this evening, called —

“Hercules. You will not, in this house, do that again without my permission.”

The warm dark of her own bedroom did not, immediately, answer.

Then, faintly, softly, very far away — somewhere on the south ridge of a mountain that did not, in her ordinary mortal life, stand on the maps of any country she had ever visited — she heard, in her dark bedroom, the old wolfish and warm laugh of a demigod, and the laugh said, in the same flat private sentence of a man who had, in three weeks, walked off something he should not, in particular, have to walk off —

“All right, mortal woman.”

The warm dark of her own bedroom did not answer further.

She closed her eyes.

She did not, on the long warm hipbone, set her right thumb to the precise bruise.

She let, in her chest, the precise bruise — be.

She slept.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside the bedroom window, at six fifteen on Wednesday morning, sang.

It sang the way the cardinal had sung for three years on the magnolia outside her kitchen window.

It sang, this Wednesday morning, brighter.






Chapter 40 — The Hunter

Her own warm hipbone, in the bedroom mirror at six thirty, was bruised.

The precise bruise — exactly the size and shape of the warm callused right index finger of a demigod pressed into her own flesh — was, in the gold morning light of her own bedroom, on the small bird on her left hipbone, visible.

It was the size of a small thumbprint. It was the clean color of a bruise three days old. It sat on the bird tattoo exactly where the bird’s left wing met the rise of her hipbone.

Thomas was in the small mint-windowsilled guest room with her mother, listening to her mother make coffee.

Ellie set her right thumb on the precise bruise, lightly.

It was, under her right thumb, in the gold morning light of her own bedroom, warm.

She let her right thumb sit on it for a slow count of three.

Other parts of her body — in the gold morning light of her own bedroom, with her mother in the small mint-windowsilled guest room and the cardinal in the magnolia outside the window — were, also, warm.

The two small bruises on either side of her own warm hipbones, where the demigod had held her down on the iron headboard, were warm.

The tender place at the inside of her own right thigh, where the demigod’s huge bare brown thumb had — uninvited — pressed her open, was warm.

The place between her own thighs — where the demigod, at three forty-seven on a Tuesday afternoon in the cool stone of his own long room, had, uninvited, been — was, on a Wednesday morning at six thirty-one in her own dim bedroom, with her own husband sleeping on under the white sheet beside her, warm.

She did not, in the gold morning light, set her own right hand between her own thighs.

She lifted her own right hand off the small bird tattoo on her left hipbone.

She did not, this morning, take a second shower.

Then she lowered her own hair, and pulled on her own pair of warm light cotton trousers, and chose — deliberately — a long pale-yellow blouse with a high cut at the hipbones, the kind of blouse her mother had told her in 2018 not to wear because it was, sweetheart, made for women who were not Catholic.

The warm light cotton trousers, on the line of her own hipbones, in the gold morning light, covered the precise bruise.

She buttoned the long pale-yellow blouse.

She walked, on her bare feet, into the kitchen.

Her mother, at the kitchen sink, lifted her face when Ellie came in. The slow Indiana eyes of her mother of sixty-five did, in the gold morning light — for one full half-second — the small clinical check that the eyes of an Indiana mother do when her twenty-seven-year-old daughter has been, in the previous evening, somewhere her mother does not, in particular, have a name for.

Then her mother smiled.

“Coffee, sweetheart.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“Cinnamon.”

“Yes, Mom.”

She sat at the kitchen island.

Her mother set the cup down. Her mother set, with the slow Indiana hand of a mother of sixty-five, the steady pulse of her right hand on Ellie’s warm right hand on the cool laminate.

Her mother held it there for a count of three.

Her mother said, softly, in the slow Indiana voice that had taught Ellie to breathe at six —

“Sweetheart.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“You — you went somewhere last night.”

“Yes.”

“You came back.”

“Yes.”

“Did anyone go too far, sweetheart.”

The slow Indiana voice of her mother had, in the gold morning light, on the cool laminate of the kitchen island, the clean direct quality of an Indiana fourth-grade teacher who had, in 1979, been a girl in college in Bloomington, and had been kissed there in a way she had not, in particular, asked for.

Ellie held her mother’s slow Indiana eyes.

She said, “No, Mom. He did not go too far. He — he, Mom — he went exactly as far as I would have asked him to go, if I had asked. I did not, last night, ask. I did not, last night, refuse. He went the distance I would have asked him to go. We are — Mom — we are, this morning, on the kitchen island of my own apartment, all right.”

Her mother held her eyes.

Her mother nodded, once.

“All right, sweetheart.”

“Mom.”

“Yes.”

“I — I am, this morning, going to call him later. I am going to tell him that he is not, in this house, allowed to do that without permission.”

“Good, sweetheart.”

“Yes.”

“Cinnamon’s good?”

“Cinnamon’s good, Mom.”

Thomas came into the kitchen ten minutes later in his old gray T-shirt and his bare feet, and he kissed her forehead, and he said, “Hi, baby.”

“Hi, Thomas.”

“You sleep okay.”

“I slept all night.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He kissed her, this time, on her unmarked jaw — the unmarked side, the side that was, in the gold morning light of the kitchen, his — and he said, into the warmth of her hair, “Good. Good.”

She set her warm right hand at the side of his cheek for a count of three.

Then she let him go.

She drove to the office.

That afternoon she did not, on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building, allow herself to think about the orange light of his own long stone room.

She did Halcyon work. She approved a creative deck. She had a long careful conversation with Adrian at three in the afternoon in his corner office about the New York meeting. Adrian, across the cool glass of his desk, said quietly: Ellie, I want you to know, before I go to New York with you in October — that you are running the strategy floor of this firm, by the end of next year. Bill agrees. I agree. It is the only thing that, professionally, makes sense. She said thank you, Adrian. He said thank you, Ellie. She walked out of his office.

She drove home at five.

That night at ten o’clock — Thomas asleep on the couch in the throw blanket, having somehow fallen asleep watching her mother attempt the New York Times Sunday crossword on the kitchen island, her mother gone to bed in the small mint-windowsilled guest room — Ellie sat on her own bed in the summer dark of central Texas. The small bruise on the bird at her hipbone was covered by the cotton of her old white nightgown. She set her right hand on the cool laminate of the bedside table. She breathed — in for four and out for six. She said, in her head, quietly, in the new long room behind her sternum, with the small thin gold ring on the third finger of her right hand —

Hercules. Come into the kitchen. Now.

She did not hesitate.

She did not name him gently.

She didn’t leave any room in the summons for negotiation.

She got up.

She walked, on her bare feet, on the wood floor, into the kitchen.

He was at the kitchen island.

He was, this evening, in his own form — at the height of two ordinary men — with the lion-pelt over his enormous brown shoulder and the dark honey eyes, in the candlelight she had not yet lit in the hall, very dark.

He said, quietly, in the dim kitchen —

“Mortal woman.”

She did not answer.

She walked, on her bare feet, across the wood floor, and she stopped half a step in front of him.

She set her right hand at the cool laminate of the kitchen island.

She held his eyes.

She said, simply, in the dim kitchen, in the new long room, in the pulse of her own warm throat —

“You are not allowed to come into my rooms uninvited again, Hercules.”

He did not, immediately, answer.

The dark honey eyes did, for one full private count of three, the old, careful check of a demigod who had been, the evening before, on the south ridge of his own mountain.

He smiled.

It was — this evening — the private and tired smile of a demigod who had been, in three weeks of walking the south ridge of his own mountain, very tired.

“All right, mortal woman.”

“You will not — Hercules — you will not, in any room of any world, ever again come at me uninvited.”

“All right.”

“You will, before you put any of your weight on me, in any room, ask.”

“Yes.”

“You will, before you put any of your teeth on the line of my body, ask.”

“Yes.”

“You will, before you bite the small bird on my left hipbone, ask.”

“Yes.”

“I will, in any of those rooms, almost certainly say yes.”

The dark honey eyes did, in the dim kitchen, the new flicker.

He said, softly, in the dim kitchen — and the bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate, under her ear from his golden brother, had not, this evening, been replaced —

“All right, Ellie.”

“All right.”

“Mortal woman.”

“Yes.”

“I am — I am very sorry.”

She did not answer.

He bent his short-curly head.

He set, softly, on the small bird on her left hipbone — over the warm cotton of her own old white nightgown, over the precise bruise — his gold-dusted right hand.

He held it there for a count of three.

The precise bruise, under his gold-dusted right hand, in the dim kitchen, lightly, cooled.

He didn’t take it back.

He left it.

He smiled — the old slow tired warm smile of the forge room.

“Goodnight, Ellie.”

“Goodnight, Hercules.”

He went.

She lit the candle in the hall.

She walked back to her own bedroom.

She climbed in beside her own husband on the warm couch, and she put her face in the hollow under his jaw, and she slept.

The fan went one, two, three, four.

The cardinal at six fifteen on Thursday morning, in the magnolia outside her kitchen window, sang.

The next morning she went to the firm.

She walked, on her own legs, into her glass-walled office at seven thirty.

She did Halcyon work for two hours.

At nine thirty, the room behind her sternum, in the cool glass of her own office, in the gold morning light of central Texas, she felt — for the first time — another clinical pulse.

It was not Apollo’s.

It was not Hercules’s.

It was, behind her sternum, the clinical pulse of a god she had not, in any of her rooms, met.

The pulse was in her chest, the cool gray color of a hunter’s eye, in the gray-pre-dawn light of a forest she had not, in any of her ordinary mortal life, walked into.

It was, in the new room, female.

She set her right hand on the cool glass of her own desk.

She took the breath her grandmother taught her.

She closed her eyes.

She thought, deliberately, in the room, simply: show me.

She opened her eyes.

The cool glass of her own desk, in her glass-walled office on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building in central Austin, didn’t change.

She sat, in the gold morning light of her own office, with her right hand on the cool glass, and she let the cool gray pulse, faintly, slowly, in the room behind her sternum — come.

It came.

It came not, somehow, in any room of any world. It came in the gold morning light of her own glass-walled office on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building in central Austin, on a Thursday at nine thirty-six, in the room behind her sternum.

It came, in the gold morning light, with the cool gray pulse of the eyes of a goddess she had not, in any of her rooms, met, and the eyes were looking at her.

The eyes — in the new room — said, in the clean steady gray female register of a goddess Ellie had not, in any of her rooms, met —

Mortal woman. We have, in this house, met your brothers. Both of them. I am not, in this house, in a hurry. When you have a moment — Friday evening at sundown will do — I will be in a forest at the foot of a mountain you have not yet, in any of your rooms, seen. The forest is on the eastern slope. You will know the forest by the cool gray-pre-dawn light. I will, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light of the forest, be near a cold spring. Bring no honey. Bring no wine. Bring nothing. I am, mortal woman — Artemis. The huntress. The twin of your golden one. I am not, in this house, in a hurry. Friday at sundown.

The steady cool gray pulse, in the new room, faintly, settled.

Ellie closed her eyes.

She opened them.

The cool glass of her own desk was the cool glass of her own desk.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window of her apartment, three miles away across the river, in the gold morning light, in her chest — sang.

It sang, this Thursday morning, in the gold morning light, in her glass-walled office on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building, in the new long room —

brighter.

She set her right hand on the cool glass of her own desk.

She breathed slowly.

Friday evening at sundown, she would, on the eastern slope of a mountain she had not, in any of her ordinary mortal life, walked, be in a forest.

That evening — Thursday, late — he asked.

She was on her own bed in the dark. Thomas was on the couch, sleeping with the throw blanket. The candle in the hall was lit. The fan went one, two, three, four. Her mother was in Indiana for the week.

She felt him in the new long room behind her sternum at nine forty.

It was not the way he had come on Tuesday. The pulse this time was quieter. Asking, not arriving. She sat up against her pillows, her right hand on the small bird on her left hipbone where the bruise was, still, faintly warm under her cotton nightgown, and she said, in her head, very flat —

No, Hercules.

The pulse didn’t go.

It stayed, very steady, at the threshold of her chest — patient, careful, asking.

She closed her eyes. She thought of the iron headboard. She thought of the moment she had said no and her body had, against her will, said yes. She thought of the way she had come on his cock without warning. She thought of the small bird burning gold under his teeth.

She thought of the mark on her hipbone — the small round bruise the size of his right index finger that she had, on Wednesday morning at six thirty, set her right thumb to.

She had set her thumb to it.

She had not, in any room of any world, not wanted the mark.

That was the thing that sat, this evening, like a hot stone in her sternum.

He felt her thinking.

The pulse stayed.

She said, in her head, in her own voice, in the private room he had asked to enter —

One question, Hercules. If I say yes, will you do it the way you want, or the way I want.

The pulse, faintly, in her chest, answered.

The way you want.

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She got out of bed. She walked, barefoot, on the wood floor, to the kitchen. She drank a glass of cold water at the sink. She set the glass down. She stood in her dim apartment with her hand on the cool laminate and her eyes on the candle in the hall, and she thought about it for a long minute.

Then she said — out loud, in her own dim kitchen, very quiet —

“All right. Come.”

She built the room while she walked back to the bed.

It was a small wooden cabin in winter — a fire in the hearth, a wide bed with rough wool blankets, snow at the windows, no one outside for miles. Her room. Not his. The kind of room Indiana women built when they wanted, for one night, not to be Indiana women.

He was at the foot of the bed when she opened her eyes.

He was the height of two men. He wore the lion-pelt. The dark honey eyes had, in them, the careful, undefended thing of a man who had been told no by a woman he wanted, two nights before, and had — on his own — waited.

He didn’t come closer.

She sat up against the headboard. She drew the wool blanket up to her sternum. She looked at him for a long minute.

She didn’t, somehow, smile.

She said, evenly —

“I am still angry, Hercules.”

“I know.”

“You came at me uninvited.”

“I know.”

“My body said yes. My mouth said no. That, Hercules — that is the thing I am angry about.”

“Yes.”

“Why are you here, this evening, in my room.”

He held her eyes for a long count.

He said, quietly — not, this evening, in the wolfish voice of the long stone room — but in the voice she had heard once at the apple tree in Indiana, the voice of only the man —

“Because you have not, in two nights, set your right thumb to the mark on your hipbone in a way that meant you wished I had not made it.”

She looked at him.

She did not, somehow, deny it.

The wool blanket at her sternum went, faintly, against her own skin, warmer.

He saw it.

He didn’t smile.

“I am asking you, mortal woman, to let me undo, this evening, in your room, on your terms — the part of Tuesday you would, in your own body, like undone.”

She held his eyes.

She didn’t speak.

Her right hand, on her own thigh under the blanket, was — without her permission — wet.

She breathed in for four, out for six.

She said — quiet, slow, halfway to a sigh —

“All right, Hercules. Slowly.”

He came around to the side of the bed. He didn’t, this time, climb on. He sat on the edge, his thigh not quite touching her hip through the blanket. He set his right hand, lightly, on the wool blanket at the small place at her hip — over the bird. He held it there. He didn’t push down. He didn’t move.

He waited.

She felt the warmth of him through the blanket. She felt, in her chest, the slow careful asking of him sit at the threshold of the room without coming in.

She turned her face away.

He didn’t move.

A long minute passed.

She turned her face back.

“All right,” she said again. “All right, Hercules. Come closer.”

He pulled the blanket down to her waist.

He didn’t touch her there. He set his hand at her sternum, between her breasts, on the soft place where the cotton of her nightgown lay loose. He held it there. He looked at her.

She felt the slow careful warmth of his palm — not the iron grip of Tuesday, not the bite, not the pinning. Just a hand. A man’s hand. Warm. Asking.

She closed her eyes.

She arched, slightly, into it.

“Yes,” she said, eyes still closed. “Yes, Hercules.”

He undid the cotton at her shoulder, one strap at a time. He pulled the nightgown down to her waist. He bent his head — slowly, giving her time — and set his mouth at the small place between her breasts.

She made a sound she had not, on Tuesday, made.

It was a small sigh. Not the helpless surrender of Tuesday. Not the swearing of the apple tree. Something quieter — a sound that was the sound of a woman letting a man back into a place she had sworn, on Wednesday, not to let him back into.

He spent twenty minutes at her breasts.

He moved slowly. He used his mouth, his tongue, the broad pad of his thumb. He drew her nipples between his teeth — not hard, not biting, exactly. He waited for her to arch into him before he pulled the nightgown the rest of the way off. He waited for her to nod before he set his mouth on her hipbone — on the bird, on the bruise he had given her, and he kissed it, softly, the way a man apologizes for a thing he is not, exactly, sorry for.

She broke at the kiss on the bird.

The reluctance — the careful angry held thing she had brought into the cabin — went, all at once. Her hands, which had been at her sides, came up and gripped his hair. Her hips lifted off the wool blanket. Her mouth opened around a sound she didn’t, in the quiet of the cabin, recognize as her own.

He smiled against her thigh.

It was not the wolfish smile.

It was the smile of a man who had been forgiven — for this evening, on her terms, in her cabin — by a woman who had not, on Wednesday, been able to make herself want to forgive him.

He spread her thighs. He set his mouth between them.

She came on his tongue in three minutes flat.

She came so hard she clutched at his hair and pulled — and he didn’t stop, he kept his mouth on her clit, steady circles of his tongue, and she came a second time before the first was finished, crying this time, a small embarrassed sob she didn’t know was coming until she heard it.

He came up the bed.

He set himself between her thighs and looked at her — checking — and she nodded, mouth open, eyes wet, and he pushed inside her slowly, one full inch at a time, watching her face the whole way down.

He fucked her this time the way the man at the apple tree had fucked her — careful, full, exact, deep — and she lost what was left of her reluctance on the third thrust. Her hands gripped his shoulders. Her hips met his. Her voice did the sound she had told herself, on Wednesday morning in her bathroom mirror, she would not — for him — make again.

She made it twice.

She came around him a third time — quietly, this time, eyes closed, forehead against his shoulder — and when he came inside her, the slow flood of him in her was the thing that broke the last careful piece of the angry held woman who had walked into the cabin twenty minutes earlier.

She lay against him for a long time.

He held her.

Eventually, she said, into his throat —

“I shouldn’t have let you back in.”

He set his mouth at her temple.

“You needed to, mortal woman.”

“Don’t tell me what I needed.”

“All right.”

“Hercules.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t make me ask again.”

“I won’t.”

“Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Ellie.”

He left, on her terms, without making her watch him go.

She woke up in her own bed at two a.m. with the small bird on her hipbone warm, the bruise of Tuesday — somehow, on her terms — cooled, and a new soft fading print at the underside of her sternum where his palm had asked, this evening, instead of taken.

She did not, in her dark bedroom, regret it.

She did not, somehow, plan to do it again soon.

She slept.






Chapter 41 — The Spring

She put her mother and Thomas to bed at nine.

Her mother, in the small mint-windowsilled guest room, was reading. Thomas, on the couch, with his book open on his stomach, was — by ten thirty, when Ellie looked in on him — asleep. The candle in the hall was lit. The fan in the bedroom went one, two, three, four. The cardinal in the magnolia, in the dark of the summer evening of central Texas, was — somewhere in the dark — quiet.

She walked, on her bare feet, on the wood floor of her apartment, into the bedroom.

She didn’t, this evening, build the room.

She let the cool gray-pre-dawn pulse of the room behind her sternum — the cool gray female pulse — come.

It came.

It came in her dark bedroom, with the small thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her right hand, and the precise bruise on the small bird on her left hipbone cooler under the warm cotton of her own old white nightgown than it had been the night before, and the small flat hard place at the underside of her own sternum open —

— and, in the next breath, in the room behind her sternum, Ellie was —

— in the cool gray-pre-dawn light of a high mountain pine forest at the foot of a mountain she had not, in her ordinary mortal life, walked.

The forest was the cool gray light of a forest at four-thirty in the morning, the kind of light that was, in any northern country, the sacred color of every dawn. The trees were tall, lean, dark-needled pines. The floor was the soft brown-gold of pine needles. The air was cold — the clean cold of mountain air at four-thirty, the kind of cold that, on the line of her own throat in the warm cotton of her own old white nightgown, prickled.

She was barefoot on the warm pine-needle floor.

The clean cold of the mountain air, in the new long room behind her sternum, was, faintly, bright.

Ahead of her, in the line of the cool gray-pre-dawn pines, was a cold spring.

The spring was the size of a kitchen sink. It bubbled out of a slim stone fissure in the cool brown-gold pine-needle floor. The water rose, very steadily, in a clear bowl about the size of a man’s open palm. When Ellie stepped to the edge of it, the water was clear in a way she had never seen.

Beside the cold spring, on the soft pine-needle floor, was the goddess.

She was sitting on the pine-needle floor with her bare ankles tucked under her, her long lean shoulders against the rough bark of a tall pine, her hands flat on either side of her hips.

She was tall.

She was perhaps five-eleven, and lean the way a hunter is lean — long muscles built by ten miles a morning. Her skin was the tan of a woman who had spent every morning of her life walking those miles in the sun of an actual mountain. Her hair was the dark of black coffee, very long, twisted in a single thick braid down her back. Her eyes were the careful cool gray of the pre-dawn light itself.

She wore a short hunting tunic of soft gray-brown linen, pinned at the right shoulder and falling above her bare tan knees. A soft leather belt at the waist held a small hunting knife. Her bare tan feet were the feet of a person who had not, in nine thousand years, worn a shoe.

There was a small silver bow on the soft pine-needles beside her.

The bow was not the pale yew of her brother’s bow.

It was the cool polished silver of a hunter’s bow.

The string of the bow was the cool fine sinew of a smaller, faster, deadlier weapon.

There was a small leather quiver beside the bow.

The quiver had, in it, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, three white-fletched silver-tipped arrows.

The quiver was not her brother’s.

The arrow tips were not her brother’s.

The cool gray-pre-dawn light, in the soft pine-needle floor of the forest, in the cold spring at her own bare feet, on the long lean shoulders of the goddess against the warm rough bark of the tall lean dark-needled pine — settled.

Ellie stopped half a step from the cold spring.

She held the goddess’s eyes.

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes did one slow, careful, deliberate thing.

The eyes traveled — on her — without rushing. They went, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, from her right hand at her own side, to the thin gold ring on the third finger of her own right hand, to the line of her own warm right arm, to the small gold mark of Apollo on the unmarked side of her own throat, to the small bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under her ear, to the private place at the corner of her own mouth where her own husband had, this morning, kissed her, to the line of her own warm cotton white nightgown, to her bare ankles on the soft pine-needle floor.

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes lingered, for one full careful count of three, on the gold ring on her finger on the third finger of her own right hand.

Then they came back, slowly, deliberately, to her eyes.

The goddess smiled.

It was a private dry smile of a goddess who had — for the first time in nine thousand years — been called by the fourth light of the loom of her own house.

She said, quietly, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light at the foot of a mountain Ellie had not, in her ordinary mortal life, walked —

“Mortal woman.”

“Artemis.”

“You came.”

“I came.”

“I do not, often, ask mortal women to my forests.”

“No.”

“You have been entertaining my brothers.”

“Yes.”

“Both of them.”

“Yes.”

“That is, mortal woman, a small accomplishment.”

The cool gray eyes showed, faintly, the dry amusement of a goddess who had watched her two brothers, in nine thousand years, do an enormous amount of not, on average, very interesting mortal-woman-related things.

Ellie laughed.

It was a warm laugh.

She crossed her ankles. She sat down on the soft pine-needle floor across from Artemis, by the cold spring, with her own bare feet tucked under her own warm cotton white nightgown.

The cool cold of the cold spring, faintly, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, on her bare ankles, on the clean warm soft pine-needle floor — prickled.

“Artemis.”

“Yes, mortal woman.”

“You are very different from your brother.”

“Mm. Yes.”

“Are you, in this house, anything like him.”

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes showed, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, careful dry amusement.

“I am, mortal woman, not in a hurry. He is. I am not — Ellie — I am never in a hurry, in any room of any of my forests, in nine thousand years. That is the difference. The rest is — small.”

“Yes.”

“You are in love with him.”

Ellie held her eyes.

“In a way,” she said, evenly. “In the way the private long room behind my sternum is in love with a thing it can — for the first time in twenty-seven years — ask in advance for. Yes.”

“Mm.”

“And — Artemis — in the same way, with the demigod my husband-of-my-brother has been walking the south ridge of his own mountain to walk off.”

“Mm. Yes. I have heard about the demigod.”

“You have.”

“My golden brother told me. He did not, in particular, like that he had to tell me. He had, mortal woman — I want you to know — he had a bright dangerous and amused smile at the corner of his bronze-red mouth when he told me. He has, mortal woman — I want you to know — a great deal of respect for you. That is, in this house, not — for him — a thing he frequently feels. I tell you that as a courtesy.”

“Thank you, Artemis.”

“Mm. Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“Would you like to hunt.”

Ellie looked at her.

She held the cool gray-pre-dawn eyes.

She said, simply, “I have not, Artemis, ever in my life, hunted.”

“Then I will, mortal woman, teach you.”

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes did, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, the careful dry amusement.

“Stand up.”

Ellie stood up.

The goddess stood up.

She was taller than Ellie — five-eleven to Ellie’s five-six — and the long strong shoulders of a hunter were, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, very near.

The goddess picked up the small silver bow.

The goddess picked up the small leather quiver.

She slung the quiver across her own warm tan long lean shoulder.

She stepped, deliberately, on her bare warm tan feet on the soft pine-needle floor — to behind Ellie.

The whole length of Ellie, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, in the warm cotton of her own old white nightgown, on the soft pine-needle floor — was — under the clean cold of the mountain air at four-thirty — aware.

The small flush at the side of her own throat — under the line of her own dark hair — was warm.

The careful bruise at the small place under her own ear was warm.

The precise bruise on the small bird on her left hipbone, under the warm cotton of her own old white nightgown — was warm.

The whole length of her, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, with the long lean shoulders of the goddess at her own warm back — was, behind her sternum, open.

The goddess set, deliberately, softly, her firm tan right hand at the steady pulse at the side of Ellie’s right shoulder under the warm cotton of the white nightgown.

She held it there.

Her firm tan right hand was — in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, at the pulse at the warm side of Ellie’s warm right shoulder — not a hunter’s hand.

It was the firm hand of a goddess who had, in nine thousand years, walked the slow ten-mile mornings of her own forests with no man, ever, near her.

It was, on Ellie’s warm right shoulder, very steady.

The goddess set her warm left hand lightly on Ellie’s right hand, on the cool silver of the small bow.

She didn’t lift Ellie’s hand.

She set her own warm tan hand on top of Ellie’s warm right hand.

She held it there.

“Mortal woman.”

“Artemis.”

“You will, in this forest, aim with your shoulder, not with your eyes. The shoulder is, in this house, the warm clinical place where the pulse of the warm new long room behind your own sternum meets the clean cold of the pre-dawn air. The eye, in this house, is — for hunters — only a careful instrument. The shoulder is the editor. Are you with me.”

“I am with you.”

“Good. Lift the bow.”

Ellie lifted the bow.

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes of the goddess, on the line of her own warm shoulder, did the careful dry steady patient check of a goddess teaching a marked mortal woman a thing she had been, in nine thousand years, very rarely asked to teach.

“Now,” the goddess said, quietly, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, with her own warm tan body close enough behind Ellie’s that the warm tan long line of her own thigh was, faintly, against the small place at the back of Ellie’s own warm right thigh under the warm cotton of the white nightgown —

“Set, mortal woman, the silver-tipped arrow on the string of the bow.”

She set, deliberately, lightly, on the bow in Ellie’s hand, one of the silver-tipped arrows from her own quiver.

Her warm tan fingers brushed the line of Ellie’s own warm right index finger.

The whole length of Ellie — with the long lean shoulders at her back, the goddess’s bare thigh faintly against the back of her right thigh through the cotton, the firm tan hand on her right hand — was, in her chest, flushed.

The goddess felt it.

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes of the goddess, faintly, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, did, at the line of Ellie’s own bare warm shoulder, the careful dry amusement.

The goddess said, softly, almost into the line of her own dark hair, with her own warm tan body very close behind Ellie’s —

“Mortal woman.”

“Yes, Artemis.”

“You like this.”

Ellie did not answer.

The goddess smiled.

She smiled into the private place at the back of Ellie’s own ear.

She said, with the careful dry steady amusement of a goddess who had — in nine thousand years — rarely been asked to teach a marked mortal woman to hunt, and who had, the long room behind a marked mortal woman’s sternum, this morning, felt the answer to her own question —

“You are, mortal woman, entirely, in this house, allowed to like this. The marked ones — Ellie — the marked ones often do.”

She did not, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, step back.

She did not, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, step closer.

She held her body exactly where she was — her shoulders near Ellie’s back, her thigh faintly against the back of Ellie’s right thigh, one hand at the pulse on Ellie’s right shoulder, the other on Ellie’s hand on the silver bow.

She did not, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, do more.

She did not, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, do less.

She said, quietly, in the private place at the back of Ellie’s own ear, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light at the foot of a mountain Ellie had not, in her ordinary mortal life, walked —

“Now, mortal woman. Aim with your shoulder, not with your eyes. Loose.”

Ellie loosed the silver-tipped arrow.

The arrow flew, in the cool gray pre-dawn light, in a long careful slow exact line — and it struck, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, in the cool dark of the long dark-needled pines, into the exact center of the dark trunk of a tall dark-needled pine, fifty paces away, at the same height as Ellie’s own heart.

The cool gray-pre-dawn light, in the high mountain pine forest, did not, somehow, change.

The goddess, behind her, softly, exhaled.

Her warm tan body, lightly, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, against Ellie’s own warm back —

— did not step back.

Ellie did not breathe.

The goddess said, softly, with the careful dry steady amusement of a goddess who had — in nine thousand years — rarely been able to say what she had, in this cool gray-pre-dawn morning of her own forest, just been able to say to a marked mortal woman from central Texas —

“Mortal woman. That, in nine thousand years, is the first time a mortal woman has hit the mark on the first arrow. I am — Ellie — I am very impressed.”

She did not step back.

She set her own firm tan right hand, lightly, on the line of Ellie’s own warm shoulder under the warm cotton of the white nightgown — and she leaned, by perhaps a quarter of an inch, into the careful place at the back of Ellie’s own ear.

Her own warm tan breath, on the careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under Ellie’s own ear — was warm.

Ellie closed her eyes.

She didn’t speak.

The goddess said, softly — with the dry amusement and an uncomplicated kind thing under the amusement —

“I am not, mortal woman, my brother. I am not in a hurry. I am, in this forest, your friend. I am — Ellie — your friend in this house. I will, when you are ready, come to whichever of your rooms you ask me into. Until then —”

She set, on the warm private small place under Ellie’s ear, on the warm bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate of her brother — one very soft, very careful, very dry, very warm kiss.

The kiss was — in the cool gray-pre-dawn light at the foot of a mountain Ellie had not, in her ordinary mortal life, walked — the careful dry uncomplicated kiss of a goddess who had been, in nine thousand years, rarely close enough to a marked mortal woman to give it.

It was, on the warm bruise of her brother, cool.

The warm bruise of her brother, under the cool dry kiss of the goddess, in the warm new long room behind Ellie’s own sternum, faintly — settled.

The goddess stepped back.

She said, simply, with the dry amusement —

“Goodbye for now, mortal woman.”

Ellie, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, with the small silver bow in her hand and the small leather quiver of two more white-fletched silver-tipped arrows on the soft pine-needle floor at her bare feet — said, softly —

“Goodbye for now, Artemis.”

In the next breath, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light at the foot of a mountain Ellie had not, in her ordinary mortal life, walked — the goddess was, simply, gone.

The cold spring, at the soft pine-needle floor, softly, bubbled.

Ellie stood, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, with the small silver bow in her own hand and the cool kiss of the huntress on the small place under her own ear, for a long count of ten.

She set the small silver bow down on the soft pine-needles.

She set the small leather quiver beside it.

She opened them.

She was, in her dark bedroom in central Texas, with her own husband on the warm couch in the living room, asleep, and her own mother in the small mint-windowsilled guest room, asleep, and the candle in the hall lit, and the fan in the bedroom going one, two, three, four.

The clock said 11:14.

The warm bed was warm.

The cool kiss of the huntress, on the small bruise of Apollo at the small place under her ear, was — for the first time in nine days — cool.

Ellie set her right thumb on the cool kiss.

It was, in her dark bedroom, in the room, in the careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate of the god of arrows under her right thumb — cool in a way that was, also, warm.

She didn’t sleep.

She did not sleep at all.

She lay in her dark bedroom for one full count of ten — and then for another full long count of ten — and then, faintly, in the room behind her sternum, the slow careful spread of the small flush at the side of her own jaw she had felt, an hour earlier, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light at the foot of a mountain she had not, in her ordinary mortal life, walked — came back.

It came back in her dark bedroom with no goddess behind her, with no warm tan long line of a thigh against the small place at the back of her right thigh, with no firm tan of a warm right hand on the warm side of her own warm right shoulder.

It came back, in the dark, only because she was thinking about it.

The slow careful spread of the small flush moved, in the dark, from the side of her jaw to the line of her throat to the place between her collarbones to the pulse at the underside of her sternum — and the small bird on her left hipbone, in the dark, did not need the cool kiss of a goddess, this evening, to be warm.

She rolled, slowly, onto her own side.

She set her right hand, deliberately, lightly, at the back of her right thigh — at the place where the long tan line of the goddess’s thigh had, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, been against her.

Her right hand, on the small place, was warm.

She closed her eyes.

She thought, in the dark, did I want her to do more.

She thought, in the dark, would I, if she had —

She did not, in the dark, finish the thought.

She slid her hand, slowly, from the back of her thigh around to the inside, and up. She set her fingers, lightly, between her legs — over the cotton of her underwear, in her dark bedroom in central Texas, with her husband asleep on the warm couch in the living room, and her mother asleep in the small mint-windowsilled guest room — and she found herself, under her own hand, wet.

She closed her eyes harder.

She slid her hand under the cotton. She found her clit, and she touched herself, slowly, in the dark — thinking, against her will, of the cool gray-pre-dawn eyes and the firm tan mouth on the small place at the side of her own jaw. She thought of the warm tan body close behind her at the cold spring. She thought of the firm tan right hand the goddess had set, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, at the warm side of her own warm right shoulder — and what would have happened if the goddess had moved that hand, instead, down.

She came in her dark bedroom, on her own hand, with one hot tear at the corner of her eye and a ragged breath she bit down so it didn’t leave her throat.

She thought, in the dark, very honestly, in her chest, I do not — I do not, in the dark, in my own bedroom, with my own husband on the warm couch in the next room and my own mother in the small mint-windowsilled guest room and the candle in the hall lit and the fan going one two three four — know whether I would have wanted her to.

The careful bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate — the god of arrows’ mark at the small place under her ear — in the dark, faintly, warmed.

The cool kiss of the goddess on the small bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear, in the dark, faintly — did not cool.

The two of them, in her dark bedroom, on the small bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under her own ear, were both warm at the same time.

She did not, in the dark, open her eyes.

She lay on her side, with her right hand at the small place at the back of her right thigh, with the small bruise of the god of arrows and the cool kiss of the goddess both, in the dark, both warm — and she didn’t sleep.

She lay in the dark for another two hours.

She got up, finally, at one fifty-three. She went to the bathroom in the dim of the candle in the hall, and she splashed cold water on the warm side of her own jaw at the small flush, and she stood in the small dim of the bathroom mirror with her right hand on the cool of the porcelain sink and the small bruise of the god of arrows and the cool kiss of the goddess, in the small dim, both warm, at the same time, on the careful place under her own ear — and she said, quietly, into the small dim of the bathroom mirror, very honestly, in the new long room, with the queen’s ring warm on the third finger of her own right hand —

I do not know what I want.

The small dim of the bathroom mirror, in her own bathroom, in the summer late-night dark of central Texas, didn’t answer.

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes of the goddess, somewhere in the room behind her sternum, did not answer either.

She went back to bed.

She slept, finally, at three twenty-six, fitfully, with one warm right hand at the small place at the back of her right thigh and the other cool fist closed at her own warm right hipbone where the small bird was — and even in her sleep, in the dark, the cool gray-pre-dawn eyes of the goddess were, behind her sternum, waiting.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window, at six fifteen on Saturday morning, in the gold morning light, sang.

It sang the way the cardinal had sung for three years on the magnolia outside her kitchen window.

It sang, this Saturday morning, in the gold morning light, in her chest —

— not, this morning, brighter.

It sang the way it always sang.

The thing — Ellie understood at six seventeen, in the gold morning light, with the cool kiss of the huntress on the small bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear, in the room — that had, this morning, changed, was not the cardinal in the magnolia.

The thing that had changed — at six seventeen on Saturday morning, in the room behind her sternum — was her.

She was, in the morning light, shaken.

She drank a glass of cold water at the kitchen sink. The water, on the long line of her own throat, was cold. It did not, on the warm side of her own jaw, in the gold morning light — somehow — cool the careful flush.

She set the empty glass on the kitchen island.

She did not, on the cool laminate of the kitchen island, this morning, make herself a cup of coffee.

She stood at the cool laminate, in the gold light, with her right hand on the cool laminate and her pulse at the warm side of her own warm right shoulder — exactly where the firm tan right hand of a goddess had been the evening before — and the clinical question in the room behind her sternum, faintly, in the gold morning light, moved.

The cardinal sang.






Chapter 42 — The Stranger on the Path

She did not, on Saturday morning, eat.

She drank the cold water at the kitchen sink. She set the empty glass on the kitchen island. She stood, in the gold morning light, her right hand on the cool laminate, and she watched the cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window for a long minute, and she did not, in the gold morning light of the kitchen, settle.

Four marks under her cotton sleep-shirt, on the morning of the day the lord of the underworld would walk onto the pebble path beside the river — did not, on her own body, behave the way they had behaved on any of the other mornings.

The warm bruise of the god of arrows under her own ear, on the unmarked side of her throat, was warm — the way it had been warm on every morning since Wednesday at the Mediterranean temple — but the warmth was, this morning, facing the wrong direction, the way a compass needle on the kitchen island will turn toward something the kitchen does not, in any of its mornings, contain.

The small bird on her left hipbone, also, faced the wrong direction.

The hand-shape at the warm side of her own warm right shoulder, also.

The small bone at the underside of her own sternum, where the bronze-red kiss of the god of the bow had landed at sunset on a long Aegean cliff in late August, also.

All four of them, on the cool laminate of the kitchen island in the gold morning light of central Texas, had — in the last hour — quietly turned.

Ellie did not, in the gold morning light of her own kitchen, know what they had turned toward.

She knew only that they had.

Her mother, at seven thirty, in the small guest room with the mint windowsill, lifted her face from her own coffee cup as Ellie came in, and the slow Indiana eyes of her mother of sixty-five did, in the morning, the fast clinical check of an Indiana mother of sixty-five who had, in the previous evening, watched her twenty-seven-year-old daughter not, somehow, sleep.

“Sweetheart.”

“Mom.”

“Walk?”

“Yes, Mom.”

They walked, on the warm summer Saturday morning of central Texas, the four blocks down to the river. Ellie’s mother set, lightly, her slow Indiana hand at the line of Ellie’s own warm right elbow, and she did not, on the four blocks, ask any questions. The cardinal, in the magnolia, was somewhere behind them. The river, when they got there, was a long matte-silver ribbon under the gold-blue summer sky. The cottonwoods at the edge of the path were full of small wind. A single small blue dragonfly hovered, very precisely, an inch above the pebble path in front of them.

“Sweetheart,” her mother said, softly, on the pebble path, with the steady small hand at Ellie’s own warm right elbow.

“Yes, Mom.”

“Yesterday — yesterday evening — was different.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“It was — sweetheart — was it a woman.”

Ellie held her mother’s slow Indiana eyes in the gold morning light of central Texas.

She didn’t lie.

“Yes, Mom.”

Her mother’s slow Indiana eyes showed a dry amusement Ellie had not seen in three weeks of her mother’s stay.

“Sweetheart.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“In college, in Bloomington, in 1979, at a careful winter party at a friend’s apartment a block from the bell tower — I, sweetheart, was kissed by a young woman who had, on the back of her own neck, a careful tattoo of a small black ladybug. I remember the small black ladybug. I have, sweetheart, thought about the small black ladybug, on certain Tuesdays, in the small bathroom mirror of your father’s house in Bloomington, for forty-five years.”

Ellie stopped on the pebble path.

She looked at her mother.

Her mother smiled.

It was the warm Indiana smile of a woman of sixty-five who had, in 1979, the careful winter dim of a friend’s apartment in Bloomington, been kissed by a young woman with a small black ladybug tattoo at the back of her own neck, and who had — for forty-five years — privately, on Tuesdays, in the small bathroom mirror of her own house, thought about it.

“You did not — in the morning of 1979 — go further, Mom.”

“No, sweetheart, I did not.”

“Did you want to.”

Her mother set, lightly, her slow Indiana hand at the side of Ellie’s own cheek, on the unmarked side, the small bare triangle of skin at the side of Ellie’s own jaw that was, in the gold morning light, hers.

She held it there for a count of three.

She said, softly, in the slow Indiana voice that had taught Ellie to breathe at six —

“I do not, sweetheart, know.”

“Mom.”

“That is the honest answer, sweetheart. I do not, in this morning, in 2025, in 1979, in any of the careful winter dim Bloomington bathroom mirrors of my own forty-five years of marriage to your father — know. Some questions, sweetheart — some questions, in this life — are good to keep open. The small black ladybug is one of mine. The huntress, sweetheart, is one of yours. Walk a little further. The small dragonfly is, this morning — sweetheart — very fast.”

They walked a little further.

The small blue dragonfly went, precisely, ahead of them.

The cottonwoods, at the edge of the path, softly, the summer morning wind of central Texas, moved.

Ellie’s mother, in the gold morning light, on the pebble path, in the room behind her sternum — was, faintly, pleased.

She did not, on the rest of the four-block walk, ask any further questions.

By eleven Ellie was in the kitchen at the kitchen island. Thomas, at the cool laminate, had brought her a plate with toast and cypress honey and a small bowl of strawberries. Her mother was on the back porch with her book. Thomas kissed her forehead. He said, softly, “Hi, baby.”

“Hi, Thomas.”

“You sleep okay.”

She held his warm gentle eyes in the gold morning light of the kitchen.

She said, evenly, “Not all the way, Thomas.”

He set his big warm hand at the side of her cheek, on the bare side, her unmarked jaw — and he held it there for a count of three.

He said, softly, into her warm hair, “All right, baby.”

He did not ask anything more.

She loved him. She loved him so much, on a Saturday morning at the cool laminate, in the gold morning light, at her own kitchen island, that she could not, for one full long count, look directly at the love.

That afternoon she walked, alone, by the river.

She walked the long pebble path under the cottonwoods, on her own legs, in a soft pale-gray cardigan over the same green silk blouse she had worn on her first morning under Adrian Hale and a pair of warm light cotton trousers and her own grandmother’s gold bracelet at her right wrist and the thin gold ring of an older queen on the third finger of her own right hand. The river was, in the summer afternoon light of central Texas, the long matte-silver ribbon. The cottonwoods were in the small summer afternoon wind. The cicadas were, in the cottonwoods, in the summer afternoon, going.

A single silver-tipped arrow was — on the pebble path, half a mile down from the bridge — stuck in the warm packed dirt at the side of the path, point-down.

She stopped.

She didn’t breathe.

The arrow was the silver-tipped arrow she had, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light of a high mountain pine forest at the foot of a mountain she had not in her ordinary mortal life walked, not, somehow, taken with her.

She had set it down on the soft pine-needles of the goddess’s forest at four-thirty in the morning.

It was, on the pebble path of her own ordinary mortal river in central Texas at three in the afternoon on a Saturday in late August, back.

The white fletch, in the summer afternoon wind, was — on the warm packed dirt — faintly, moving.

Ellie set, on her own bare ordinary mortal Saturday afternoon, her right thumb, lightly, on the cool bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under her own ear.

Under her right thumb, the cool kiss of the goddess on the warm bruise of the god of arrows warmed.

She walked, slowly, the next ten paces.

She bent.

She lifted, deliberately, the silver-tipped arrow out of the warm packed dirt.

The arrow, in her own ordinary mortal hand, in the summer afternoon light of central Texas, was warm.

She did not breathe.

She turned, slowly, on the pebble path.

The man was on the pebble path twenty feet behind her, where the pebble path had been, two seconds earlier, empty.

He was standing very still, in the summer afternoon light of central Texas, with his hands easy at his sides.

He was tall. He was, when she looked at him, perhaps six-three. He was lean — the long-limbed lean of a man who did not, in his life, eat very much. His hair was the dark brown of black coffee. It was cut short, professionally, the way a man on a Saturday-afternoon walk in central Texas might cut his hair for the office. He wore a soft black linen shirt with the sleeves rolled past his forearms, and dark slim trousers, and a pair of soft black leather loafers with no socks. His skin was pale — paler than any of the warm tan gods of his brothers’ rooms, paler than the gold dust of Apollo, paler than the dark tan of Hercules. He had the pallor of a man who did not, in his life, walk in the sun.

His eyes, when she met them, were a color she had not before, in any room of any world, met.

They were — in the summer afternoon light of central Texas — the steady cool color of the inside of a deep cave.

It was not the cool gray of his niece’s forest.

It was not the gray-blue weather of the man at the long oval table.

It was — in the summer afternoon light, on the pebble path, with the silver-tipped arrow warm in her own ordinary mortal hand — the steady cool color of the dim interior of a deep cave.

He smiled.

It was a cold beautiful smile.

It was — in the summer afternoon light of central Texas — very unsettling.

He said, quietly, in a low steady voice that had not, in nine thousand years, been heard in a room with a window —

“Mortal woman.”

She held very still.

The small flush at the side of her own jaw, in the summer afternoon light, was cool.

The silver-tipped arrow in her own ordinary mortal hand, on the pebble path, in the summer afternoon light of central Texas, was — faintly — cool.

She didn’t answer.

He smiled the cold beautiful smile.

He said, quietly, “I have been watching you, mortal woman, for some weeks now. I have not — and I want to say this as the first thing, because the precise polite manner of a god approaching a marked mortal woman in the summer afternoon light of her own ordinary mortal river requires it — I have not, before this Saturday, intervened. I have only watched. I am — mortal woman — I am, in this house, not one of theirs.”

He took, slowly, on his soft black leather loafers on the pebble path, one private slow step closer.

He stopped at fifteen feet.

He said, quietly, “Look me up, mortal woman. There are five of us. Three rule the upper world — the bull-king, my golden nephew, the mother of the cherry-wine braids who is his wife. One rules the sea. I rule the rest.”

He smiled the cold beautiful smile.

He said, quietly, in the summer afternoon light of central Texas, on the pebble path under the cottonwoods, with the steady warm summer wind in the cottonwoods and the silver-tipped arrow warm in her own ordinary mortal hand —

“You have, mortal woman, in the last two months — let your warm right hand be set on, in turn, by my golden nephew, by my nephew the demigod, by my niece the huntress at the cool gray-pre-dawn of her own forest. I would like, mortal woman — politely, in the summer afternoon light of your own ordinary mortal Saturday — to introduce you to one of mine.”

She didn’t breathe.

He did not, on the pebble path, the summer afternoon light, come closer.

He did not, on the pebble path, touch her.

He did not, on the pebble path, threaten her.

He simply set, deliberately, on the pebble path between them — a small black card.

The card was, on the pebble path, in the summer afternoon light, small, and black, and plain, and on the small black card, in the summer afternoon light, in her chest, was — one careful dark dry painted pomegranate.

The pomegranate, in the summer afternoon light, on the pebble path, was very small.

Ellie, in the summer afternoon light of her own ordinary mortal life on her own ordinary mortal river in central Texas, on the pebble path under the cottonwoods, with the silver-tipped arrow warm in her own ordinary mortal hand, did not lift her warm right hand from the silver-tipped arrow.

She did not bend to pick up the small black card with the dark red painted pomegranate.

She held the man’s eyes.

She said, evenly, in the summer afternoon light of central Texas, with the ring on the third finger of her right hand and the room behind her sternum open —

“You have not, in this house, given me your name.”

The cold beautiful smile widened, faintly, by a quarter of an inch.

He said, quietly, in the summer afternoon light, with the dark red painted pomegranate on the small black card on the pebble path between them —

“You will, mortal woman, find it.”

He didn’t take a step back.

He simply, in the summer afternoon light, on the pebble path under the cottonwoods, with the silver-tipped arrow warm in her own ordinary mortal hand and the small black card with the dark red painted pomegranate on the pebble path between them — was, very simply, gone.

The summer afternoon light, on the pebble path under the cottonwoods, didn’t change.

The steady warm summer wind in the cottonwoods continued.

The cicadas continued.

The small blue dragonfly, somewhere ahead of her on the path, faintly, hovered.

Ellie stood on the pebble path with the silver-tipped arrow warm in her own ordinary mortal hand, and the thin gold ring of an older queen on the third finger of her right hand, and the bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under her own ear, and the cool kiss of the huntress on the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear, and the room behind her sternum open — and she didn’t breathe, for a slow count of ten.

Then she breathed.

She bent.

She picked up, deliberately, the small black card.

The small black card, in her own ordinary mortal hand, in the summer afternoon light, was — for the clinical split second she held it — cold.

It was not the cold of a summer afternoon in late August on a pebble path under a row of warm cottonwoods on the warm long matte-silver river.

It was the cold of a deep cave — the cold of a place that had not, in nine thousand years, been in a room with a window.

It cooled, in her own ordinary mortal hand, in the summer afternoon light, at the clinical split second of her holding it — the small pulse at the warm side of her right wrist, by perhaps a quarter of a beat.

She closed her hand around it.

She walked, on her own ordinary mortal feet, the rest of the half-mile back to her own apartment.

The steady warm summer wind in the cottonwoods, on the pebble path under the cottonwoods, on the summer afternoon light, did not, on the warm side of her own jaw — somehow — cool the cold she had, on her warm right palm, picked up.

When she got back to the apartment, she set, on the cool laminate, the silver-tipped arrow.

She did not, at the kitchen island, set the small black card.

She put the small black card, deliberately, in the small ceramic dish on the bedside table.

She closed the lid.

She did not, in the summer afternoon light, open the dish again, all the rest of that day.

That night, she did not — and this was, on her own warm ordinary mortal Saturday evening, the most precise polite refusal she had ever made — open the dish.

She slept, finally, against the warm long shape of her own husband, with both her own warm right and warm left hands closed at the small place at the small bone at the underside of her own sternum, not with any of the marks of any of his brothers’ children at any of the pulses of her own body — under her own warm fingers.

She did not, on the pulse at the warm side of her own warm right shoulder, in her dark bedroom, forget the steady cool color of the inside of a deep cave.

The fan went one, two, three, four.

The cardinal, at six fifteen on Sunday morning, in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window, sang.

It sang, this Sunday morning, in the morning light, in the new long room, not, somehow, brighter.

It sang the way it always sang.

The thing, in the gold morning light of Sunday — that had changed — was in her chest, colder.






Chapter 43 — The Throne Room

She did not look in the small ceramic dish on the bedside table.

She had decided, the night before, in her dark bedroom — not to.

She had, instead, put on the long pale-yellow blouse with the high cut at the hipbones, the kind of blouse her mother had told her in 2018 not to wear because it was, sweetheart, made for women who were not Catholic, and she had taken her mother and Thomas, on Sunday morning, to a careful pancake place on Burnet, and they had, the three of them, eaten three different kinds of pancake in the gold morning light of a careful Sunday morning in late August.

She did not, all of Sunday, dream.

She did not, all of Sunday, call.

By Sunday evening at ten she was at her own warm bed beside her own warm husband in her own warm dark bedroom with the gold ring warm on the third finger of her own right hand, and she had — at her own willful private refusal — not opened the small ceramic dish.

She didn’t sleep.

She lay in her dark bedroom for one full long count of ten.

She lay in the dark for another full long count of ten.

She did not, in the dark, dream.

She was, in her dark bedroom, in the room behind her sternum, closed.

She had, on her own willful private refusal, closed the room behind her sternum, on Saturday night at three twenty-six, on the pebble path of her own ordinary mortal river in central Texas at three in the afternoon, on the cool laminate of the kitchen island at four-thirty.

She had not, behind her sternum, opened it again.

He came anyway.

He did not, this evening, in her dark bedroom, set his warm pale right hand on the small thin gold ring of an older queen on the third finger of her own right hand.

He did not, this evening, in her dark bedroom, name himself.

He did not, this evening, in her dark bedroom, touch her at all.

He simply, in her dark bedroom — in her chest, on the precise polite cold beautiful split second of the careful clinical fast warm precise gap — came in.

The warm dark of her own bedroom did not change.

The fan above the bed continued. One, two, three, four.

The warm long shape of her own husband behind her, on the warm bed, very steadily, breathed.

The dim of her own bedroom, in the dark, in the room, was — without her having opened it — open.

He was in it.

She did not, in her dark bedroom, breathe.

She did not, in the room behind her sternum, somehow, open her eyes.

He spoke.

He spoke, in the room behind her sternum, in the warm polite voice he had, on the pebble path of her own ordinary mortal river, used.

He said, quietly, in her chest —

“Mortal woman.”

She did not answer.

“You did not, in two days, open the small ceramic dish.”

She did not answer.

“You closed, in two days, the long room behind your own sternum.”

She did not answer.

“You did not, mortal woman, call.”

She did not answer.

The low polite voice showed, in her chest, the cold beautiful amusement.

The voice said, quietly —

“I did not, mortal woman, this evening, require you to call.”

She did not answer.

The warm dark of her own bedroom, in the next breath, was gone.

She was — without having walked into a room, without having closed her eyes and opened them, without having named anything — in a cold stone hall.

The hall was very large.

It was the size of a cathedral. The walls were the cool cold of the inside of a deep cave. The floor was a long polished black stone the color of obsidian. The ceiling was — when she looked up — gone in the dim cold dark.

There were no windows.

There were no doors.

The far end of the cold stone hall was, in the dim, a dark throne of polished black stone the color of obsidian — and on the dark throne, on his cool throne — was the man.

He was — in the dim of the cold stone hall — sitting easily, on the dark throne of polished black stone, with one elbow resting on the long cool arm of the cool dark throne, and the warm pale fingers of his own warm pale right hand at the warm pale long line of his own pale jaw, and his long pale ankles crossed at the cool dark stone in front of his own throne, and his cool cave-colored eyes — in the dim cold dark — on her.

She was, in the dim cold dark, standing.

She was, somehow, not in the warm cotton of her own old white nightgown.

She was — in the dim cold dark — wearing the long white linen shift dress she had, in the temple of her own first Apollo room, worn.

The small thin gold ring of an older queen was warm on the third finger of her own right hand.

The bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under her own ear was warm.

The cool kiss of the huntress on the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear was cool.

The small bird on her left hipbone, under the white linen, was — in the dim cold dark of the cold stone hall — faintly, cooling.

The room behind her sternum was, in the dim cold dark, open.

He had not, in the dim cold dark, opened it.

She had, in the dim cold dark, opened it for him without, somehow, deciding to.

She did not, in the dim cold dark, speak.

He smiled.

It was the cold beautiful smile of the pebble path of her own ordinary mortal river in central Texas at three in the afternoon on a Saturday in late August.

He said, quietly, in the dim cold dark of the cold stone hall —

“Mortal woman. You are on your knees.”

Ellie — looked, deliberately, the dim cold dark, down.

She was, in the dim cold dark, on the polished black stone of the floor of the cold stone hall, on her knees.

She was, in the dim cold dark, on her knees with her bare ankles tucked under her, and her warm hands flat on her own warm thighs, and the ring warm on the third finger of her own right hand, and the line of her own dark hair at her shoulders, and her own face — in the dim cold dark — up, to him.

She had, in the dim cold dark, not, somehow, decided to be on her knees.

She had, in the dim cold dark, put herself on her knees, in the next breath after he had appeared on the dark throne, without, somehow, having decided to.

The dim cold dark of the cold stone hall did, in the new long room — not, somehow, change.

He held her eyes.

He said, quietly —

“Did you, mortal woman, in your dark bedroom, decide to be on your knees.”

She did not, in the dim cold dark, speak.

She did, faintly, in the dim cold dark, shake her head.

He smiled.

The cold beautiful smile.

“I am, mortal woman — not, in this house, the kind of god who requires a mortal woman to be on her knees. I have not, on you, in two days, set my hand. I have not, on you, in two days, set my mouth. I have not, on you, in two days, spoken. I have, mortal woman — only — been visible in the long room behind your own sternum, and you have, in the next breath, on your own willful private deliberate refusal, put yourself on your knees on the polished black stone of my own cold stone hall.”

He smiled the cold beautiful smile.

“That is, mortal woman, the first answer I require this evening. Stand up, if you would prefer.”

Her gaze stayed on his.

She did not stand.

She stayed on her knees.

The dim cold dark of the cold stone hall did, in the room behind her sternum, not change.

He said, quietly —

“All right, mortal woman.”

He set, deliberately, both his own long pale hands flat on the long cool arms of the cool dark throne.

He said, quietly —

“I am going to ask you, mortal woman, three questions. I am going to ask them precisely. You will, on each, give me the truthful answer in your own long room behind your own sternum. You will not, mortal woman, lie. I will know if you lie. I will know.”

She didn’t speak.

She, faintly, in the dim cold dark, on the polished black stone of the floor of the cold stone hall, on her knees, with the long simple white linen shift dress at her own bare warm thighs and the thin gold ring warm on the third finger of her own right hand and the room behind her sternum open — nodded.

He smiled the cold beautiful smile.

He said, quietly —

“First — Did you want my niece, the cool gray-pre-dawn light of her own forest, to set her firm tan right hand at the small bone at the underside of your sternum, instead of at the warm side of your warm right shoulder.”

The dim cold dark of the cold stone hall did, in the new long room behind her own sternum, go very still.

The small pulse at the small bone at the underside of her own sternum did, in the dim cold dark, faintly, on its own, warm.

She held his eyes in the dim cold dark.

She said, quietly, behind her sternum, with no quaver in her own voice — and no answer she had not, in her dark bedroom on Friday at one fifty-three in the morning, already given to the small bathroom mirror of her apartment —

“Yes.”

He smiled.

The cold beautiful smile.

He said, quietly —

“Second — Did you want my niece to set, on the small bird on your left hipbone, the cool kiss instead of on the warm bruise of my golden nephew at the small place under your ear.”

The small bird on her left hipbone, under the white linen, in the dim cold dark, did not, somehow, get warm.

It went, in the cold dark, cold.

It went the dim cold of the inside of a deep cave.

She held his gaze.

She said, quietly — honestly —

“Yes.”

He smiled the cold beautiful smile.

He said, quietly —

“Third — Did you want my niece, mortal woman, to stay.”

The dim cold dark of the cold stone hall did, in her chest — go quieter than it had ever before been.

It went, in her chest, the dim cold-quiet of a question that had not, on her own bare ordinary mortal Friday night at three twenty-six in the morning, on the small bathroom mirror of her apartment in central Texas, been asked aloud.

The question — Ellie understood, with the clinical careful clarity of a marked mortal woman in the dim cold dark of the cold stone hall of the lord of the underworld — was the polite cold dark question her own room behind her sternum had been asking itself for forty-eight hours and had not, in forty-eight hours, answered.

She held his cave-colored eyes in the dim cold dark.

She did not lie.

She said, quietly, with the room behind her sternum open, with no further quaver — the warm bruise of the god of arrows, the cool kiss of the huntress, the precise polite cold question of the lord of the underworld all on her at once —

“Yes.”

The cave-colored eyes showed, in the dim cold dark, the smallest private cold satisfaction.

He said, quietly —

“Thank you, mortal woman.”

He set, deliberately, his long pale hands on the long cool arms of the cool dark throne.

He smiled.

He said, quietly —

“I have given you, mortal woman, three of your own answers. You will, in the morning, in the gold morning light at six fifteen, do with them what you wish. I have, this evening, no further requirement of you. I have, on you, set no hand. I have, on you, set no mouth. I have left, on you — in nine thousand years — no mark. I have only, mortal woman — in your own long room behind your own sternum — asked you a question you had not, on your own, finished asking yourself. I am, mortal woman, the only god in this house for whom, when I ask a question, the question itself becomes the answer. That, mortal woman — that is the precise polite cold thing the bright dangerous and amused god of the bow had on his bronze-red mouth when he told my niece, last evening at sundown, on the cliff above the Aegean, that I had a great deal of respect for you.”

He smiled the cold beautiful smile.

He said, quietly —

“Goodnight, mortal woman.”

He did not, in the dim cold dark, leave the cold stone hall.

He simply — on the dark throne of polished black stone — stayed, very still, on his throne, in the dim cold dark of his own cold stone hall.

Ellie — in the dim cold dark, in the simple white linen shift dress, on her knees, on the polished black stone of his own cold stone hall, with the gold ring on her finger warm on the third finger of her own right hand and the warm bruise of the god of arrows and the cool kiss of the huntress and the precise polite cold question of the lord of the underworld all in her chest open —

— closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She was, in the next breath, on her own bed, in her bedroom, in her apartment in central Texas, in the dark of a Sunday night at eleven forty-three.

The clock said 11:43.

Thomas was a long shape behind her, breathing slowly, very steadily, evenly.

The fan went one, two, three, four.

The candle in the hall was, this evening, not lit.

The bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the small place under her own ear was — in her dark bedroom — cold.

The cool kiss of the huntress on the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear was — in her dark bedroom — cold.

The small bird on her left hipbone, under the warm cotton of her own old white nightgown, was — in her dark bedroom — cold.

The small thin gold ring of an older queen on the third finger of her own right hand was, in her dark bedroom — cold.

She didn’t breathe.

She lay on her bed beside her husband — all four of the gods’ marks on her body cold at the same time, at eleven forty-four on a Sunday night in late August in central Texas.

She lay, in the dark, very still.

She did not, in the dark, weep.

She did not, in the dark, sleep.

She lay, very still, in the dark, with the precise polite cold of the lord of the underworld in her chest, exactly where her own questions about her own desires had not, in forty-eight hours, finished being asked.

The fan went one, two, three, four.

She didn’t, in the room, answer his cold.

She did not in her chest, call him back.

She did not in the room behind her sternum, pick up the small black card on the bedside table.

She lay in the dark for the rest of the night.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window, at six fifteen on Monday morning, in the gold light, sang.

It sang the way the cardinal had sung for three years on the magnolia outside her kitchen window.

It sang, this Monday morning, the gold morning light, in the room behind her sternum — neither brighter, nor colder.

It sang, this Monday morning, exactly the way it always sang.

The thing — Ellie understood at six seventeen, with all four marks of the gods of the room behind her sternum, finally, faintly, each, separately, going back to warm — was that the lord of the underworld had not, this evening, taken any of them.

He had only, in her chest, cooled them.

He had cooled them to ask her whether she wanted them back.

She set, in the gold morning light, her right hand on the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear.

It warmed.

She set her right hand at the small bird on her left hipbone.

It warmed.

She set her right hand at the warm side of her own warm right shoulder, where the firm tan right hand of the huntress had been.

It warmed.

She set her right hand on the cool laminate.

The room behind her sternum, the gold morning light, in the precise dim — answered.

It said, quietly, in the new long room, in her own warm clean voice, yes.

Yes to the warm bruise of the god of arrows.

Yes to the small bird the demigod had bitten.

Yes to the warm side of her own shoulder where the huntress had set her firm tan right hand.

The room behind her sternum, in the gold morning light, in her own warm clean voice — did not, this morning, answer the lord of the underworld at all.

She did not, in the gold morning light, open the small ceramic dish.

She did not, in the gold morning light, pick up the small black card.

She drank her cup of coffee with cinnamon at the kitchen counter, in the gold morning light, with the cardinal in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window softly singing, at six twenty-two on a Monday morning in late August.

She did not, this Monday morning — for the first time in eight weeks — call any of them.

She drove to the office.

She had — Ellie understood at six fifty-eight, in her own car, on the bridge across the long matte-silver ribbon of the river of central Texas, in the gold morning light — not yet finished answering the lord of the underworld.

She would — she suspected, on the small pulse of her own warm wrist on the warm steering wheel of her own ordinary mortal car at six fifty-nine in the morning, on a Monday morning in late August, with the small thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her own right hand — finish the answer in time.

She did not, this morning, know what the answer was.

The cardinal, in the magnolia, in the gold morning light, softly, sang.






Chapter 44 — The Shoulder

By Tuesday afternoon Ellie had not, in twenty-eight hours, opened the small ceramic dish.

She had not, in twenty-eight hours, picked up the small black card. She had not, in twenty-eight hours, called any of the gods of the room behind her sternum. She had not — to her careful new shame — let her right thumb, in any of the dim Tuesday office hours, drift to the small bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear.

She had been, on the cool laminate of the kitchen island, on the cool glass of her own desk, on the warm cotton of the bench in the bathroom mirror of her own glass-walled office on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building — thinking.

She had been thinking about the polite cold question of the lord of the underworld.

She had been, in twenty-eight hours, thinking about it on the small pulse at the small bone at the underside of her own sternum, where the firm tan right hand of the huntress had not been set.

She had been thinking about it, also, in places the lord of the underworld had not, on her, set anything.

She had been thinking about it on Monday night at eleven forty in the dark of her own bedroom beside her own husband, with her own warm right hand under the warm cotton of her own old white nightgown, not — to her careful new shame — moving.

She had been thinking about it on Tuesday morning at six fifteen, in the warm water of her own shower, with her own forehead against the warm tile and the warm water running between her own thighs, not — to her careful new shame — moving.

She had been thinking about it on Tuesday morning at seven forty in the private bathroom of her own glass-walled office on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building, with her own warm right hand flat on the cool laminate of the sink, and her own face at the private mirror — not, somehow, settled.

The lord of the underworld had — by leaving on her, in nine thousand years, no mark — done a thing the bow-god and the demigod and the huntress had not, with their hands and their teeth and their bronze-red mouths, in a summer of clearings and apple-trees and Aegean cliffs, managed to do.

He had set the question inside her — without setting himself there.

She did not know, in twenty-eight hours, what to do with a god who had asked only this of her body.

The polite cold question, in twenty-eight hours, had not, somehow, gone away.

By Tuesday at three thirty-eight in the afternoon, in her own glass-walled office, in the cool dim of an eighth-floor commercial building, with the room behind her sternum open, she set, deliberately, her right hand on the cool glass of her own desk, and she said, in her head, quietly, with the queen’s ring warm on the third finger of her right hand —

Artemis. Will you come, briefly. I am — Artemis — I am asking.

The room behind her sternum did, faintly, the cool dim of her own glass-walled office, answer.

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes — faintly, in the room behind her sternum, in the cool dim of her own glass-walled office — opened.

They said, behind her sternum, in the cool gray female register of a goddess who had — for the first time in nine thousand years — been called by the fourth light of the loom of her own house with a question that was not, in advance, the question her uncle had asked —

Ellie. Tonight at sundown. Your back porch.

The cool dim of her own glass-walled office did, faintly, in her chest — settle.

She set, in the gold afternoon light, her right hand on the cool glass of her own desk.

She breathed — in for four and out for six.

She finished her work.

She drove home.

At sundown, she was on the back porch of her apartment in her apartment building in central Texas. Thomas was in the kitchen with her mother, making dinner. The cardinal in the magnolia was, in the gold-pre-dusk light, softly, singing. The steady warm summer wind in the magnolia was warm.

She set her right hand on the warm wood of the porch railing.

She didn’t breathe.

The goddess was, in the next breath, on the back porch beside her.

She was, in the gold-pre-dusk light, taller than Ellie — five-eleven to her own five-six — and the long lean strong shoulders of a hunter were, in the gold-pre-dusk light, very near.

The goddess was — this evening — wearing a pale gray-blue dress.

She was — this evening — barefoot.

She had, this evening, no bow.

She had, this evening, no quiver.

She set her firm tan right hand at the warm wood of the porch railing beside Ellie’s own warm right hand.

The firm tan of her warm right hand was, on the warm wood of the porch railing, steady.

She said, softly, in the gold-pre-dusk light, with the dry amusement —

“Mortal woman.”

“Artemis.”

“You called.”

“I called.”

“You wanted to ask, mortal woman, something.”

Ellie held her cool gray-pre-dawn eyes in the gold-pre-dusk light.

She said, evenly — with the room behind her sternum open, and the warm bruise of the god of arrows on the small place under her own ear warm, and the small thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her own right hand —

“I want to ask you, Artemis, the gold-pre-dusk light of my own ordinary mortal back porch, on a Tuesday evening in late August — did you want, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light of your own forest at four-thirty on Friday morning, to do more than the cool kiss.”

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes showed, in the gold-pre-dusk light, the dry amusement.

The goddess smiled.

It was a dry and warm smile of a goddess who had — for the first time in nine thousand years — been asked, by a marked mortal woman, on the warm wood of a porch railing of an apartment in central Texas at sundown on a Tuesday evening in late August, the dim direct question her own uncle had, in his own cold stone hall, set her up to be asked.

She said, quietly, “Yes, mortal woman.”

Ellie closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She said, evenly, “Then —”

The huntress shook her head, slightly.

She set, deliberately, softly, on the warm cotton of Ellie’s blouse at the warm side of her warm right shoulder where the firm tan right hand of the huntress had, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light at four-thirty on Friday morning, been — the firm tan of her warm right hand.

She held it there.

She set, deliberately, softly, on the warm cotton of Ellie’s blouse at the small bone at the underside of Ellie’s warm sternum, where the firm tan right hand of the huntress had not, the cool gray-pre-dawn light, been set — the firm tan of her warm left hand.

She held both her firm tan warm hands, in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the warm cotton of Ellie’s blouse, exactly on the precise polite warm two steady warm pulses the lord of the underworld had asked Ellie about on Sunday night at eleven forty-three.

The whole length of Ellie, in the gold-pre-dusk light, in the room, flushed.

The flush moved, in the gold-pre-dusk light, from the pulse at the warm side of her own warm right shoulder under the firm tan of the huntress’s warm right hand, to the pulse at the small bone at the underside of her own sternum under the firm tan of the huntress’s warm left hand, to the pulse at the small place under her own ear at the warm bruise of the god of arrows, to the pulse at the small bird on her left hipbone where the demigod had bitten — and then it moved, in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the warm wood of her own back porch railing — to the warm long line of her own thighs.

She did not breathe.

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes of the goddess, faintly, in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the warm cotton of Ellie’s blouse, on the careful room behind her sternum, showed the dry amusement.

The goddess said, softly, in the gold-pre-dusk light, in the direct register of a goddess who had, on a Tuesday evening at sundown in late August, been called by a marked mortal woman to a back porch in central Texas to be asked the direct question her own uncle had set up to be asked —

“Mortal woman. I would have, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light of my own forest at four-thirty on Friday morning, set my firm tan warm left hand exactly here.”

She held the firm tan of her own warm left hand on the warm cotton of Ellie’s blouse at the small bone at the underside of Ellie’s warm sternum, very firmly, for a count of three.

She said, softly —

“And I would have, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light, on the small bird on your left hipbone — set, instead of the cool kiss on the warm bruise of my brother — my own firm tan cool kiss on the small bird itself.”

Ellie did not breathe.

The huntress, faintly, in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the warm cotton of Ellie’s blouse, on the warm wood of her own back porch railing — leaned, by perhaps a quarter of an inch, into the careful place at the back of Ellie’s own ear.

Her own warm tan breath, on the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under Ellie’s own ear, was warm.

The warm bruise of the god of arrows, under the careful tan breath of the huntress, in the gold-pre-dusk light, faintly, cooled.

The huntress did not, in the gold-pre-dusk light, kiss her again.

She didn’t, in the gold pre-dusk light, do more.

She held, on the warm cotton of Ellie’s blouse, the firm tan of both her warm hands — exactly where they were — for a count of ten.

Then, quietly, in the gold-pre-dusk light, in the direct register, with the dry amusement and an uncomplicated kind thing under the amusement —

“Mortal woman.”

“Yes, Artemis.”

“My uncle has set, in your long room behind your own sternum, a careful, precise cold question.”

“Yes.”

“He set it on Sunday night at eleven forty-three in his own cold stone hall.”

“Yes.”

“You have, mortal woman, in twenty-eight hours, not, somehow, called him back.”

“No.”

“Good, mortal woman. Good.”

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes of the huntress showed, in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the warm wood of the porch railing, the dry amusement.

She said, softly —

“My uncle, mortal woman — my uncle is the only god in this house who, when he asks you a question, the question itself becomes the answer. That is, mortal woman — that is, in this house, his careful, precise cold gift. He does not, in nine thousand years, set a hand. He does not, in nine thousand years, set a mouth. He leaves, on you, no mark. He leaves only a question. He leaves it in the long room behind your own sternum. The question, mortal woman, in time, becomes the only thing you can think about. You will, mortal woman, lose me, lose my golden brother, lose the demigod, if you call him too early. I am — Ellie — I am, this evening, on your wood porch railing in the gold pre-dusk light, asking you, with both my firm tan hands on the cotton of your blouse on the small bone at the underside of your sternum and the warm side of your warm right shoulder — not to call my uncle, mortal woman, until you have, in your own long room behind your own sternum, decided what you yourself, on your own, in your dark bedroom in central Texas, with no god in any of your rooms — want.”

She didn’t in the gold-pre-dusk light, take her firm tan warm hands off Ellie’s blouse.

She held them there, on the small bone at the underside of Ellie’s sternum and the warm side of her warm right shoulder, in the gold-pre-dusk light, for one more full long count of three.

Then she lifted them.

Very slowly.

Very deliberately.

The whole length of Ellie, on the warm wood of her own back porch railing, the gold-pre-dusk light, did not want her to.

The room behind her sternum, in the gold-pre-dusk light, in the direct register, didn’t want her to.

The huntress smiled.

It was the dry amusement of a goddess who had, on a Tuesday evening at sundown in late August, in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the warm wood of an apartment back porch railing — given a marked mortal woman a warm clean direct answer to the polite cold question her own uncle had set up to be asked.

She said, softly —

“Goodbye for now, mortal woman.”

In the next breath, in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the warm wood of Ellie’s own back porch railing, the goddess was, simply, gone.

The cardinal in the magnolia, in the gold-pre-dusk light, quietly, sang.

Ellie stood at the warm wood of her own back porch railing for a long count of ten.

She did not breathe.

The whole length of her, in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the warm wood of her own back porch railing — was — for the first time in twenty-eight hours — fully open.

She opened them.

She walked, on her bare feet, on the wood floor of her own back porch, into the kitchen.

Thomas, at the kitchen island, was chopping onions for the pasta sauce her mother was, on the back of the stove, stirring. Her mother lifted her face when Ellie came in. Her mother’s slow Indiana eyes performed, in the kitchen light, the dry direct clinical check.

She did not ask.

She said, in the slow Indiana voice that had taught Ellie to breathe at six —

“Sweetheart.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“You’re back.”

“Yes.”

“All the way?”

Ellie held her mother’s slow Indiana eyes.

She didn’t lie.

“Not all the way, Mom. Almost.”

Her mother smiled.

It was the warm Indiana smile of a woman of sixty-five who had, in 1979, in Bloomington, in the careful winter dim of a friend’s apartment a block from the bell tower, been kissed by a young woman with a small black ladybug tattoo at the back of her own neck, and had — for forty-five years — privately, on Tuesdays, in the small bathroom mirror of her own house, thought about it.

“All right, sweetheart. Pasta?”

“Pasta, Mom.”

She ate pasta, in the gold-pre-dusk light, in her kitchen, with her own husband and her own mother, on a Tuesday evening in late August, with the firm tan of the huntress’s hands still on the cotton of her green silk blouse — on the bone at the underside of her sternum and the side of her right shoulder.

She did not, that evening, open the small ceramic dish.

She did not, that evening, pick up the small black card.

She did not, that evening, call any of the gods of the room behind her sternum.

She slept, fitfully, against the warm long shape of her own husband, with the bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her ear, and the small bird on her left hipbone, and the side of her warm right shoulder warm, and the small bone at the underside of her own sternum warm, and the thin gold ring of an older queen on the third finger of her own right hand warm — and the careful, precise cold of the lord of the underworld, in the room behind her sternum, lightly, very steadily, politely, precisely — still there.

She did not, in her dark bedroom, somehow, in the room behind her sternum, decide what she wanted.

She would, in time.

The cardinal at six fifteen on Wednesday morning sang.

It sang, this Wednesday morning, exactly the way it always sang.

The thing, in her chest, in the gold morning light — was, this Wednesday morning, faintly, still warmer on one of the four pulses than on the others.

Ellie set her right hand at the warm side of her own warm right shoulder.

It was, this morning, the warmest of the four.

She did not on a Wednesday morning in late August, in the gold morning light, on the cool laminate, say so out loud.

She drank her coffee.

The cardinal sang.

The fan went one, two, three, four.






Chapter 45 — The Week

The question worked on her.

It worked on her on Wednesday at three in the afternoon, in her glass-walled office, in the cool dim of an eighth-floor commercial building, when she set down a slide deck she had been working on for an hour and could not, somehow, remember what the slide had been about. It worked on her on Wednesday at six fifteen in the morning, at her own kitchen island, when the cardinal in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window sang and Ellie did not, in the gold morning light, hear the song the way she had learned to hear it over the past two months.

It worked on her on Wednesday night at twelve forty-six, in the dark of her own bedroom, with her own husband asleep on his side beside her, with her own warm right hand under the warm cotton of her own old white nightgown, finally moving.

She came, in the dark, at twelve forty-eight, with her own face turned into the pillow and the warm cotton of the nightgown bunched at her own warm right wrist and her own warm thighs pressed, precisely, together — and the precise polite cold question of the lord of the underworld, behind her sternum, did not, somehow, settle.

It got worse.

It worked on her on Thursday morning at six twenty-eight in her own warm shower, with her own forehead against the warm tile and the warm water running between her own thighs, where it had run on Tuesday, and where on Thursday it ran with a new private knowing — and her own right hand, this morning, moved. She came, again, in the warm water, with her own face turned up to it and the warm tile against her own warm forehead and the warm water running, after, between her own warm thighs into the warm drain — and the question, behind her sternum, did not settle.

It worked on her on Thursday afternoon, in her glass-walled office, when Adrian came past the door at four oh-six and saw her at her desk with both her warm hands flat on the cool glass and her face down at the cool glass and her own warm forehead, somehow, resting on the cool glass.

He did not, this afternoon, come in.

He stood in the corridor for a count of three.

Then, quietly, he walked away.

She did not, in the gold afternoon light, in the cool dim of her glass-walled office, lift her head.

The cool dim of the cool glass at her warm forehead, in the gold afternoon light, was cool.

It cooled, faintly, by a precise polite quarter of a beat, the small pulse at the small bone at the underside of her own sternum, and the small pulse at the warm side of her own warm right shoulder, and the small pulse at the small bird on her left hipbone, and the small pulse at the small bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear — all four of them at the same time.

It was, in the gold afternoon light, in the cool dim of her glass-walled office, the precise polite cold of the lord of the underworld in the new long room.

It was the precise polite cold of the lord of the underworld settling — for the fourth day in a row — into her chest, in the precise dim of her own glass-walled office, on a Thursday afternoon in late August at four oh-seven, without her having, somehow, called him.

She had not, in eighty-seven hours, called him.

She had — at the kitchen island on Wednesday morning at six twenty-three, with her right hand on the cool laminate and the gold morning light through the kitchen window — said in the room behind her sternum, very simply, Hercules. I would like, briefly, to see you.

He had come.

He had come, on Wednesday morning at six twenty-three, in his own form — at the height of two ordinary men — with the lion-pelt over his shoulder and the dark honey eyes warm in the morning light, and he had set, lightly, on the warm island, his own warm huge right hand, palm up, beside her right hand.

He had not, somehow, set his hand on her.

She had set, lightly, deliberately, her right hand in his huge brown right hand on the cool laminate.

His warm right hand had closed, slowly, over hers.

She had said, softly, in the gold light, with her right hand in the warm enormous brown right hand of the demigod, on the cool laminate —

“Hercules.”

“Ellie.”

“Do you ever feel the cold question.”

“What cold question.”

“The cold question of your uncle.”

The warm right hand of the demigod, on the kitchen island, had — for a count of three — not, somehow, moved.

He had said, quietly —

“Yes, mortal woman.”

“When.”

“Only when I am, on the south ridge of my own mountain, alone for long enough.”

“Hercules.”

“Yes.”

“How do you, in the long room behind your own brown shoulder, answer it.”

He had looked at her in the gold morning light.

The dark honey eyes had, in them, an old uncomplicated kind thing.

He had said, softly —

“You do not — Ellie — you do not, in the long room behind your own sternum, answer his cold question with another cold question. You do not, also, answer it with the cold itself. You answer it, mortal woman, with a precise new uncomplicated answer that is, in your own warm voice, in your own long room behind your own sternum, only and exactly your own. That is — Ellie — that is the small dim defense my golden brother and my warm goddess of the bow and the cool gray-pre-dawn huntress and I have, in the precise dim of our own four thousand or nine thousand or two thousand or three thousand years on the south ridges of our own mountains, learned. I do not, mortal woman, often share it.”

She had closed her eyes.

She had opened them.

She had not, on the cool laminate, in the gold morning light, somehow, had a precise new uncomplicated answer in her own warm voice yet.

The demigod had, softly, lifted his huge right hand from the cool laminate.

He had set, lightly, deliberately, on the warm side of her own warm right shoulder — not on the small bone at the underside of her own sternum, not on the small bird on her left hipbone, not on the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear, not on the room behind her sternum where the precise polite cold question of the lord of the underworld was — the huge brown right hand.

He had held it there for a count of three.

The warm side of her own warm right shoulder, under his warm right hand, in the gold morning light, had — for the first time in eighty-five hours — lightly, somehow, warmed.

He had said, softly —

“Goodbye for now, mortal woman. Take your time.”

He had gone.

She had called Apollo, on Wednesday afternoon at three, briefly. He had come, softly, in person, in waking light, into her own kitchen — and had played, softly, the precise three-note melody of the silver forest into the gold afternoon light with the private real smile and the gold-dust at his cheekbones and the lyre across his lap. He had not, somehow, kissed her. He had not, somehow, set his hand at the side of her cheek. He had played, for fifteen minutes, the careful, precise defense he had taught her, in the gold-warm grass of the clearing, to listen for. Then he had — very simply — gone.

She had called the huntress on Wednesday evening at six. The huntress had come, on the back porch, in the gold-pre-dusk light, in the pale gray-blue dress she had worn on Tuesday evening at sundown, and had — for a slow count of three — set her firm tan right hand at the warm side of Ellie’s warm right shoulder, beside the warm imprint of the demigod’s earlier mark, on the warm cotton of her own green silk blouse — and had said, with the dry amusement —

“Mortal woman.”

“Artemis.”

“You are still — Ellie — you are still, in your long room behind your own sternum, cold.”

“I am.”

“You have not — mortal woman — you have not yet, on your own, in your own warm voice, in your own long room behind your own sternum, answered him.”

“No.”

“Take your time, mortal woman.”

She had set, lightly, her right hand on the firm tan of the huntress’s warm right hand on her own warm right shoulder.

She had held it there, on the warm wood of her own back porch railing, in the gold-pre-dusk light, for a count of three.

The huntress had — very simply — gone.

By Thursday afternoon at four oh-seven, in her glass-walled office, with her own warm forehead on the cool glass of her own desk — Ellie had not, in eighty-seven hours, somehow, on her own, in her own voice, in her own room behind her sternum, finished her own answer.

The precise polite cold of the lord of the underworld, in the cool dim of her own glass-walled office, on Thursday afternoon at four oh-eight, was — without her having opened the small ceramic dish, without her having picked up the small black card, without her having called him — steady.

She heard, on the carpet of the cool dim corridor outside her glass-walled office, at four oh-twelve, the small confident even loafer-step of Adrian Hale.

She did not, in the cool dim of her own glass-walled office, lift her head from the cool glass.

He came in.

He closed the door, softly, behind him.

He did not, this afternoon, sit in the chair across from her own desk.

He did not, this afternoon, come around the desk.

He sat down on the warm carpet of her own glass-walled office, on the floor, with his back against the cool glass of the south wall, with his loafers off and his bare ankles crossed, and the private weather smile she had not, in his face, in two months, seen — gone.

He did not, this afternoon, speak.

He set his right hand on the warm carpet beside his own warm right thigh, palm up.

He held it there.

She did not, immediately, lift her head from the cool glass.

She lifted her head, finally, at four fifteen.

She looked at him across the gold afternoon light of her own glass-walled office.

He held her eyes.

He did not speak.

She got up.

She walked, on her bare feet, across the warm carpet of her own glass-walled office, and she sat down on the warm carpet beside him, with her own back against the cool glass of the south wall, with her own loafers off and her bare ankles crossed, and her right hand on the warm carpet beside her right thigh.

She set her right hand, lightly, in his warm right hand on the warm carpet.

He closed his fingers, slowly, over hers.

He did not kiss her.

He didn’t lean in.

He did not ask her, in any of his polite Adrian Hale ways, what was the matter.

He sat with her on the carpet of her own glass-walled office, with the cool dim of an eighth-floor commercial building in central Texas at four fifteen on a Thursday afternoon in late August around them, and the gold afternoon light through the cool glass on the line of his bronze-stubbled jaw, and his right hand closed, lightly, over hers, on the carpet — for forty minutes.

He did not, in forty minutes, speak.

She did not, in forty minutes, weep.

She did not, in forty minutes, say a word.

Once, when the cuff of his white shirt slid back at the wrist, she saw the back of the watch she had, in two months, never let herself look at — a black face, a steel band — turned, this afternoon, toward the carpet. The back of the watch was engraved. She could not, at that angle, in that light, read what was engraved. She only saw the precise small shape of letters, and a year, and the year was too far back for a man of thirty-five. She did not, in forty minutes, look again.

The precise polite cold of the lord of the underworld, behind her sternum, at four fifty-five — in the warmth of a man’s right hand closed over hers on the carpet for forty minutes without a single word — cooled by another precise polite quarter of a beat.

It did not go.

But it did not, also, somehow, deepen.

She turned her face slowly on the glass.

She set, lightly, her own cheek — the other side, her unmarked jaw, in a way she had not, in two months, before allowed it to be — also Adrian’s — at the bronze-stubbled side of his jaw.

She held it there for a count of three.

He, faintly, breathed out a long slow breath he had been holding for two months.

He didn’t kiss her.

He didn’t turn his face.

He closed his eyes.

She closed her eyes.

The cool dim of her own glass-walled office, on the warm carpet, at four fifty-seven on a Thursday afternoon in late August in central Texas, in her chest, in the precise clean defense the demigod had taught her, in the morning at six twenty-eight on Wednesday morning, to learn — settled.

She did not, in forty-five minutes, somehow, finish her own answer.

She did, in forty-five minutes, begin it.

The warmth of his warm right hand on hers, on the warm carpet, in the cool dim of her own glass-walled office, was — at five oh-three on a Thursday afternoon in late August in central Texas — the precise polite uncomplicated mortal warmth of a man who had, in two months, never asked her for a single thing she had not already privately given him.

She set, lightly, her own warm forehead at the warm side of his own warm bronze-stubbled jaw.

She said, softly, in the careful, polite dim of her own glass-walled office —

“Adrian.”

“Yes, Ellie.”

“Thank you.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I have you.”

“I know.”

She pulled back.

She set her right hand, lightly, on the cool glass of the south wall.

She got up.

He got up.

They put their loafers back on.

He went to the door of her glass-walled office. He did not look back.

He said, softly, in the careful, polite dim of her own glass-walled office, with his hand on the doorknob —

“Whenever, Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“For the rest of my life. Whenever.”

He went.

She stood on the carpet of her glass-walled office. The room behind her sternum was open. The precise polite cold of the lord of the underworld — in the warmth of an ordinary mortal man’s hand closed over hers on the carpet for forty minutes without a word — answered, by a precise quarter of a beat, back.

She drove home at five-thirty.

She drove home with the windows down.

The cardinal in the magnolia, when she got there, in the gold-pre-dusk light, softly, sang.

She did not, on Thursday evening, open the small ceramic dish.

She did not, on Thursday evening, pick up the small black card.

She slept against the long shape of her husband, at eleven oh-four on Thursday evening, with the warmth of the man at the long oval table — his hand closed over hers on the carpet for forty minutes without a word — also, in the room, lightly, settling.

She slept the long quiet old Indiana sleep of a woman who had not, on her own, in her own voice, in the room behind her sternum, finished her own answer to the precise cold question of the lord of the underworld —

— but who had, in eighty-seven hours, begun it.

The fan went one, two, three, four.

The cardinal at six fifteen on Friday morning, in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window, in the gold morning light, sang.

It sang the way the cardinal had sung for three years on the magnolia outside her kitchen window.

It sang, on Friday morning, in the gold morning light, in the room behind her sternum — faintly, after eight days, brighter again.






Chapter 46 — The Cabin

She did not, on Friday afternoon, go to the office.

She had emailed Bill at five-thirty in the morning. Bill — taking the day. — Ellie. He had answered at five thirty-three: Take Monday too, dear. We are all very tired this week. — B.

By eight a.m. she had walked her mother to the airport. Her mother had decided — at the kitchen island on Thursday night at ten — that she would, this Friday, fly home to Bloomington and the slow ripening tomato in the pot on the back porch and the light of her own Indiana kitchen for one whole week, and then come back. I have been here, sweetheart, for three weeks. The ladybug, the huntress, the warm enormous brown demigod, the dim god of arrows, the precise clean cold cave-eyed lord of the underworld — sweetheart, your mother is sixty-five. I need to, on the light of my own back porch in Indiana, sit with the tomato for a week. I will be back next Friday. I love you, baby. Get on with your war. Ellie had laughed.

She had hugged her mother at the curb at Austin-Bergstrom International. Her mother had set, lightly, her slow Indiana hand at the side of Ellie’s cheek for a count of three, and she had said, softly, in the gray-gold morning light at the curb at Departures —

“Sweetheart.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“The huntress.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“Call her, sweetheart.”

“Mom.”

“Call her, sweetheart. The small black ladybug — sweetheart, the small black ladybug at the back of the young woman’s neck in 1979, in the warm winter dim of the friend’s apartment a block from the bell tower — I should have called her. I did not. I have, in forty-five years, not, in my life, regretted any of my decisions, sweetheart. Except that one. Call her, sweetheart. Call her.”

Ellie had hugged her mother for a long count of ten.

Her mother had gone through the sliding glass doors with her small green wheeled suitcase.

Ellie had driven home in the gray-gold morning light.

Thomas was at the kitchen island when she came in. He was, this morning, not in his old gray T-shirt. He was in a clean dark blue button-down and dark slim trousers, on his loafers without socks, with a careful Friday-morning bag at his elbow. He looked up when she came in.

He smiled.

He smiled the careful undefended smile she had, in ten years of being in love with him, been falling in love with.

He said, softly —

“Hi, baby.”

“Hi, Thomas.”

“Lily and Brett want to take me sailing this afternoon on the lake. The two-year-old’s at his grandmother’s. Brett wants me back by ten. I told him I would ask you.”

She held his open undefended brown eyes.

She placed her right hand at the side of his cheek — the unmarked side, his unmarked jaw that was, in the gray-gold morning light of central Texas, hers — and she held it there for a count of three.

She said, quietly —

“Go, Thomas. Have a great evening with them. Be back by ten.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“You sure.”

“I am — Thomas — I am, in this morning, very sure.”

He kissed her forehead.

He kissed her, also, on her unmarked jaw — the unmarked side, the unmarked side of her jaw that was, in the gray-gold morning light of central Texas, his.

He went.

She heard, on the stairs, the steady descent of his loafers without socks.

She heard the front door of the building open and close.

She heard, in the gray-gold morning light, somewhere outside, the cardinal in the magnolia, softly, sing.

She did not, this morning, immediately call.

She made herself a cup of coffee at the cool laminate of the kitchen island. She put cinnamon in it. She drank it slowly. She watched the cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window for fifteen minutes.

Then, deliberately, in her chest, in the gold morning light of central Texas, on the cool laminate of the kitchen island — she built the room.

She built it slowly.

She built it the way she had built the temple — in the new long room, deliberately, before she called.

She built a cabin.

She built a wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country she had not, in her ordinary mortal life, walked. The cabin was the size of a small bedroom. The floor was wide pale pine planks. The walls were pale rough warm logs, chinked with clean pale clay. The roof was low — a single sloped beam, low enough that a tall woman of five-eleven would have to bend her head, somewhere, to enter. The fire — at the far wall — was an orange fire of olive wood in a stone hearth.

The bed at the center of the cabin was a low wide bed.

It was made up in pale-gray wool blankets and one single wide warm dense soft pale white deer-skin throw at the foot.

There were no other furnishings.

There were no other people.

There was no bow on the wall.

There was no quiver beside the bed.

There was, at the head of the bed, a single clean simple low wooden table with a small clay jug of cold water and two clay cups and a small clay bowl of cold blackberries with the small drop of dew still on them.

There was, at the windowsill, a single fresh bouquet of wild white forest flowers.

Ellie, in her apartment in central Texas, on the warm kitchen island at nine forty-two on a Friday morning in late August — closed her eyes.

She named her.

She didn’t, this morning, name her huntress.

That morning, she didn’t name her Artemis.

She named her — with the precise direct yes of a marked mortal woman who had, on her own, in her own room behind her sternum, finally finished one of the answers — by the direct first name a goddess shares only with women who have, in nine thousand years, called her on a Friday morning to a wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country a marked mortal woman has, in her own room behind her sternum, built.

Ellie named her, softly, evenly, in the gold morning light of the kitchen, at the island —

Artemis. Sister. Come.

She opened her eyes.

She was, in the next breath, in the wooden cabin at the edge of the cold lake in the high mountain pines.

The orange fire in the stone hearth was lit.

The pale rough warm logs of the walls were warm.

The wide pale pine floor under her own bare feet was warm.

She was, in the wooden cabin, in a white linen shift with the long line of her own dark hair at her shoulders. The small thin gold ring of an older queen was warm on the third finger of her own right hand. The warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear was warm. The small bird on her left hipbone, under the white linen shift, was warm. The warm side of her own warm right shoulder, under the white linen shift, was warm. The precise polite cold of the lord of the underworld, in the room behind her sternum, was — for the first time in eight days — faintly, somehow, gone.

The huntress was at the low wooden table at the head of the wide low bed.

She was — this morning — not in the pale gray-blue dress.

She was — this morning — in the white linen shift.

She had, this morning, no bow.

She had, this morning, no quiver.

She was barefoot, on the wide pale pine planks of the wooden cabin, with her cool gray-pre-dawn eyes warm in the orange firelight of the stone fire, and the long lean strong shoulders of the hunter relaxed, this morning, in the wooden cabin.

She turned, slowly, in the orange firelight, on her own bare warm tan feet.

She held Ellie’s eyes.

She smiled.

It was — this morning — the direct and uncomplicated warm dry amusement of a goddess who had, for the first time in nine thousand years, been called by a marked mortal woman on a Friday morning by her own first name.

She said, softly, in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin —

“Ellie.”

“Sister.”

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes did, in the orange firelight, the dry steady new delight.

The huntress — for the first time in any room of any of the worlds — blushed.

Ellie walked, on her own bare warm feet, on the wide pale pine planks of the wooden cabin, across the wooden cabin to the low wooden table.

She set her right hand, lightly, on the firm tan of the huntress’s warm right hand on the low wooden table beside the small clay jug of cold water.

The firm tan of the huntress’s warm right hand, on the warm wood of the low table, the orange firelight, in the long room behind Ellie’s own sternum, was — for the first time in any room — without any of the private patient huntress’s-restraint careful new dry amusement.

It was — this morning — only the firm tan of a warm right hand of a goddess who had, in nine thousand years, rarely been called by her own first name.

Ellie leaned, lightly, in the orange firelight, into the small tan place at the side of the huntress’s warm tan jaw.

She set, softly, her own warm mouth — *for the first time in any of the rooms of the dim of any of the rooms of any of the worlds, on her own initiative, on her own private clean yes, with no warm bruise of the god of arrows on the unmarked side of any of their throats and no small bird the demigod had bitten and no warm private long room behind anyone’s sternum doing anything but warm — all four marks warm at the same time, all four hers — at the warm private place at the warm side of the huntress’s warm tan jaw.

The kiss was — in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country a marked mortal woman had, on a Friday morning in late August, in her own room behind her sternum, built — small.

It was clean.

It was direct.

It was — for a count of three — exactly the kiss the cool gray-pre-dawn cool kiss of the huntress on the small bruise of the god of arrows on the warm unmarked side of Ellie’s own throat had been, in the cool gray-pre-dawn light at four-thirty on Friday morning in late August at the foot of a mountain Ellie had not, in her ordinary mortal life, walked — six days earlier.

It was the kiss back.

The huntress — in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin — trembled.

She trembled, in the orange firelight, the way a goddess of nine thousand years on the south ridges of her own forests trembles when a marked mortal woman has, on the private place at the side of her own warm tan jaw, given her — for the first time in nine thousand years — the kiss back.

The huntress didn’t in the orange firelight, speak.

She set, lightly, deliberately, the firm tan of her right hand at the long line of Ellie’s own warm jaw.

She held it there.

She bent her head, slowly, in the orange firelight.

She set, softly, her own warm tan mouth on the private place at the side of Ellie’s warm jaw.

She held it there for a slow count of three.

Then, very directly, very simply, in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country a marked mortal woman had, on a Friday morning in late August, in her own chest, built —

— she kissed Ellie on the mouth.

The kiss was — in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin — long.

It was slow.

It was clean.

It was — for the first time in any room of any world, on the private place at the small bone at the underside of Ellie’s sternum — mutual.

What happened, on the wide low bed in the orange firelight, with both their white linen shifts pushed up their thighs and the gold ring warm on Ellie’s right hand and the yes of both of them at once — was the kind of thing that happened, in nine thousand years, only in cabins that didn’t, on any map, exist.

It happened slowly.

The huntress undressed her — the linen shift up over her head, the small lace of her bra, the cotton between her thighs. Her own shift went next. Two bare bodies in the orange firelight, the goddess’s tan against Ellie’s pale, the soft mountain skin of a woman who had walked ten miles every morning for nine thousand years against the soft Indiana skin of a woman who had been carefully held in warm bathwater for one.

The huntress set her firm tan hand at the small bone at the underside of Ellie’s sternum — exactly where she had said, on the back porch, she would have set it. She set her left hand at the small bird on Ellie’s left hipbone. She held her there for a long count, looking at her.

“You are very beautiful, mortal woman.”

“You are too, Artemis.”

The huntress smiled — the dry, undefended smile of a goddess who had not, in nine thousand years, been told so by a woman.

She bent her head.

She set her mouth on Ellie’s breast — slowly, the way a hunter nocks an arrow she does not, this morning, intend to loose. Her tongue on the nipple. Her teeth on it, lightly. Ellie arched off the wool blankets with a soft surprised sound that was not the sound of any man’s bed.

The huntress’s hand slid down between Ellie’s thighs, to her cunt.

“You are wet, mortal woman.”

“Yes.”

“For me.”

“For you, Artemis.”

She slid two fingers slowly into her — careful, exact, the way a woman who has known her own body for nine thousand years moves in the body of a woman who has been alive for twenty-seven. Her thumb found Ellie’s clit. The huntress moved both at once — slow, slow, gradually faster — and Ellie came on the goddess’s hand with a quiet astonished cry, her hips lifting off the wool blankets, her thighs trembling.

The huntress kissed her through the orgasm.

“Again,” the goddess said quietly, against her mouth.

“Artemis — I —”

“Again.”

Then the huntress moved down.

She set her mouth on Ellie’s cunt — exactly where, on the back porch, she had said she would not, on Friday morning, set it — and ate her, slowly, in the orange firelight on the wide low bed. Her tongue worked Ellie’s clit in soft circles, then in slow firm strokes, then in steady pressure that didn’t let up. Ellie came on her tongue with both hands gripped in her short dark hair, her hips lifting up off the blankets to meet the goddess’s mouth, a low moan breaking out of her throat that no one in her ordinary mortal life would have recognized.

The huntress did not stop. She slid two slick fingers back into her and curled them, in just the right place, until she found the spot inside Ellie that was, on every other man’s hand, just out of reach — and worked Ellie through a third orgasm with her mouth still on her clit and her fingers still inside her, until Ellie was sobbing, soaked, wrecked.

She stopped counting after the third.

She set her hands at the huntress’s hair and pulled her up.

She kissed her — long and full — tasting herself on the goddess’s mouth — and then she rolled the huntress over and gave back. She set her own mouth on the huntress’s breast, on her nipple. She slid her own fingers into the huntress’s cunt. She found the huntress wet and hot and shaking — in a way none of her nine thousand years on the south ridge of her own forest had prepared her for — and she made the huntress come — once on her hand, once on her mouth, and a third time when the huntress’s tan thigh was wrapped around Ellie’s hip and they were grinding against each other, clits pressed together, both of them moaning, like two women who had each, in their own way, been waiting for this without knowing they were waiting.

It happened with the firm tan mouth of the huntress at the small bird on Ellie’s left hipbone — not in the cool kiss of six days earlier — but in the firm tan mouth itself, on the small bird itself, with the small tan teeth, lightly, very firmly, deliberately, set at the careful tan place where the small bird’s left wing met the pulse at the small bone of Ellie’s hipbone — exactly where the warm firm precise right index finger of the demigod had bitten, six nights earlier, in the orange light of his own long stone room.

It happened — in the orange firelight — exactly there.

The careful tan teeth of the huntress, on the small bird, in the orange firelight, did not, somehow, leave a mark.

They left, on the small bird, on the warm bruise the demigod had given Ellie in the orange light of his own long stone room, in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country Ellie had, in her own room behind her sternum, built — only the careful tan kiss of a goddess who had, on a Friday morning in late August, in the orange firelight, finally been allowed to set the cool kiss exactly where she had wanted, six days earlier, to set it.

The kiss, on the warm bruise of the demigod, on the small bird on the small bone of Ellie’s left hipbone, in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin — cooled the warm bruise of the demigod, by perhaps a precise polite quarter of a beat.

The warm bruise of the demigod did not go.

It didn’t fade.

It cooled, in the orange firelight, the way a steady pulse cools when a warm firm warm hand of a goddess of nine thousand years has been, on a Friday morning in late August, finally allowed to settle on it.

Ellie arched, in the orange firelight, on the wide low bed.

She made — at the firm tan mouth of the huntress on the small bird on her left hipbone — the slow steady helpless sound of a body that had been, for the first time in nine thousand years, exactly understood by a goddess.

The huntress made, in the orange firelight, the slow steady helpless sound of a goddess who had been, for the first time in nine thousand years, exactly understood by a marked mortal woman.

What happened, on the wide low bed in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country Ellie had, in her own room behind her sternum, built — was long.

It was slow.

It was thorough.

It was — and this was the thing that, on Saturday morning at six fifteen, in the gold morning light, in the small bathroom mirror of her apartment, with the warm new not-mark of the huntress on the small bird on her left hipbone not-visible to anyone but herself, Ellie would, for the rest of her life, remember — mutual.

The huntress did not, in the orange firelight, take.

The huntress did not, in the orange firelight, give.

The huntress, in the orange firelight, shared.

The huntress shared the firm tan mouth, the firm tan hand at the small bone at the underside of Ellie’s sternum, the firm tan thigh between Ellie’s warm thighs, the firm tan teeth at the small bird on Ellie’s left hipbone — and Ellie, in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin, in her right hand at the line of the huntress’s warm tan ribs, in her own small mouth on the warm private place at the warm tan jaw of the goddess, in her own warm thigh between the goddess’s warm tan thighs, in her own steady small pulse at the small bone at the underside of the huntress’s sternum under the white linen shift of the goddess — shared back.

It was — in nine thousand years — for the goddess, the first time.

It was — in twenty-seven years — for the mortal woman, the first time.

It was, in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin — the first time, for both of them.

When the huntress, finally, in the orange firelight, lifted her cool gray-pre-dawn warm tan face from the warm hollow at the warm front of Ellie’s own warm throat — the bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under Ellie’s own ear, in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin, was, faintly, in the uncomplicated mutual warmth of the warm body of a goddess who had, in nine thousand years, rarely shared this much with anything — cool.

It was, in the orange firelight, the careful, precise small uncomplicated mutual cool of the warm bruise of the god of arrows after a goddess who had, in nine thousand years, rarely shared this much had, in the orange firelight, also, set, softly, in the uncomplicated mutual warmth — the cool kiss back, six days later, in a wooden cabin in the high mountain pines a mortal woman had, in her own room behind her sternum, built.

The huntress smiled.

She smiled — in the orange firelight — the dry, uncomplicated, private smile.

She said, softly —

“Mortal woman.”

“Sister.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

The cool gray-pre-dawn eyes of the huntress, faintly, in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin, on the wide low bed, did the uncomplicated clean steady amusement.

She said, softly, with the uncomplicated kindness of a goddess who had — for the first time in nine thousand years, on a Friday morning in late August, in a wooden cabin in the high mountain pines of a country Ellie had built — been called by her own first name and had, in the orange firelight, given the careful, precise direct mutual firm tan kiss back —

“I do not — Ellie — I do not, in this house, claim. I do not, in this house, mark. I do not, in this house, command. I am — Ellie — I am — yours when you call me. That is — Ellie — that is, in this wooden cabin, the direct gift I have, in nine thousand years, never been allowed to give. Thank you, mortal woman, for letting me give it.”

She kissed Ellie, softly, one last time on the mouth.

The kiss was — in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin — small, and clean, and direct.

Then — in the next breath — she was, simply, gone.

The orange fire of olive wood in the stone hearth, in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin, softly, banked itself down to its embers.

Ellie — on the wide low bed with the pale-gray wool blankets — closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She was, in the next breath, on her own warm bed in her bedroom in her apartment in central Texas, in the gold afternoon light, with the ring warm on the third finger of her own right hand, and the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear cool in a way that was also warm, and the small bird on her left hipbone cool in a way that was also warm, and the warm side of her own warm right shoulder warm, and the small bone at the underside of her own sternum warm, and the precise polite cold of the lord of the underworld behind her sternum — somehow, faintly — gone.

The clock said 12:13.

She had, in two and a half hours of the orange firelight of a wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country she had, in her own room behind her sternum, built — finally, in her own room behind her sternum, on her own, finished one of the answers.

She didn’t, this afternoon, open the small ceramic dish.

That afternoon, she didn’t pick up the small black card.

She lay on her own warm bed in the gold afternoon light for one full long count of fifteen, with both her hands flat on the small bone at the underside of her own sternum, breathing — in for four and out for six.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window, in the gold afternoon light, softly, sang.

She did not, on Friday afternoon, sleep.

She did not need to.

She got up at one.

She made herself a sandwich.

Thomas came home at ten on the dot. He kissed her forehead. He said, Lily and Brett say hi. She said, I love them both. I had a quiet day. He said, Good, baby. Bed?

She slept against the warm long shape of her own husband, in the dark of her own bedroom, that night, the long clean Indiana sleep of a woman who had, on her own — in her own voice, in her own room behind her sternum, in the orange firelight of a wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country she had, in her own room behind her sternum, built — finished one of the answers.

The fan went one, two, three, four.

The cardinal at six fifteen on Saturday morning, in the morning light, sang.

It sang, this Saturday morning, in her chest — for the first time in eight days — finally — brighter.






Chapter 47 — The Hall

Sunday morning Ellie got up at five.

Thomas was a long shape behind her in her dark bedroom, breathing slowly, very steadily, evenly. The fan above the bed went one, two, three, four. The candle in the hall was, this morning, lit.

She did not, this morning, make coffee.

She walked, on her bare feet, on the wood floor of her apartment, into the bedroom. She put on a pair of dark slim trousers and a long pale-yellow blouse with the high cut at the hipbones and her own grandmother’s gold bracelet at her right wrist and the small thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her own right hand. She did her hair down. She did not, this morning, put on shoes. She walked, on her bare feet, into the kitchen.

She lifted, for the first time in eight days, the small ceramic dish from the bedside table on her way through.

She set it on the cool laminate.

She lifted the lid.

The small black card with the dark red painted pomegranate in the corner was on the bottom of the small ceramic dish.

She lifted the small black card.

She held it for a count of three.

The small black card, in her right hand, in the warm gray-pre-dawn light of central Texas at five oh-six on a Sunday morning in late August, was — for the first time in eight days — no longer cold.

It was — at the small pulse at the small place at the inside of her own right wrist — only the small black card.

She set, deliberately, on the kitchen counter, the small black card with the dark red painted pomegranate.

She didn’t throw it away.

She set, lightly, both her hands on the cool laminate.

She breathed in for four, out for six.

She thought, deliberately, in the room — of the cold stone hall.

She didn’t, this morning, name him.

That morning, she didn’t somehow, summon him.

She did not, this morning, in any way, in her own room behind her sternum, call.

She stepped, with no transition, in the warm gray-pre-dawn light of central Texas at five oh-eight on a Sunday morning in late August, on her own willful private decision — into his hall.

She had, from her own room behind her sternum, gone to him.

The cold stone hall was the cold stone hall.

The dim cold dark, on the polished black stone of the floor, was cool.

The dark throne, at the far end of the cold stone hall, was cool.

The lord of the underworld, on the dark throne of polished black stone, was, in the dim cold dark, waiting.

He looked up when she came in.

The cave-colored eyes showed, in the dim cold dark, the smallest cold beautiful new amusement.

Ellie — on her bare feet on the polished black stone of the floor of his own cold stone hall — was — for the first time, in any room of any of the worlds, on the polished black stone of his own floor — standing.

She didn’t kneel.

She walked, deliberately, on her bare feet, on the polished black stone, the cold stone hall — straight to the dark throne.

She stopped at three feet from the dark throne.

She held his cave-colored eyes.

She said, evenly, in the dim cold dark of his own cold stone hall, with the small thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her own right hand and the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear warm and the small bird on her left hipbone warm and the warm side of her own warm right shoulder warm and the small bone at the underside of her own sternum warm and her chest open —

“I have decided.”

The cave-colored eyes did, in the dim cold dark, the cold beautiful new amusement.

He said, quietly —

“All right, mortal woman.”

“I want, in this house, the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under my own ear.”

“All right.”

“I want, in this house, the small bird the demigod bit.”

“All right.”

“I want, in this house, the warm side of my warm right shoulder where the cool gray-pre-dawn huntress, my sister, set her firm tan right hand.”

“All right.”

“I want, in this house, the small bone at the underside of my own sternum where the cool gray-pre-dawn huntress, my sister, on Friday morning at nine forty-two in the orange firelight of a wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country I myself, in my own long room behind my own sternum, built — finally set, instead of her warm right hand, the small tan mouth itself.”

The cave-colored eyes showed, in the dim cold dark of his own cold stone hall, faintly, the first cold beautiful uncomplicated surprise she had seen in either of his audiences.

He said, quietly —

“All right, mortal woman.”

“I want my husband.”

“All right.”

“I want my career.”

“All right.”

“I want, in addition, the warm right hand of the man at the long oval table — closed, lightly, on my own warm right hand on the warm carpet of my own glass-walled office, at four fifteen on a Thursday afternoon in late August, for forty minutes without a single word.”

“All right.”

She held his eyes.

She said, evenly, in the dim cold dark of his own cold stone hall —

“I do not — I do not, in this house — want you.”

The cave-colored eyes did the cold beautiful real smile in the dim cold dark.

It was — for the first time, in any of his audiences — not a cold beautiful smile.

It was the warm, new, uncomplicated smile of a god who had, in nine thousand years, rarely been told, by a marked mortal woman who had walked, on her own, into his own cold stone hall — exactly the careful, precise direct answer he had, on the pebble path of her own ordinary mortal river in central Texas at three in the afternoon on a Saturday in late August, set up to be asked.

He said, quietly, in the dim cold dark of his own cold stone hall —

“Mortal woman.”

“Yes.”

“That is, in nine thousand years, the finest answer I have heard.”

“Thank you.”

“Ellie.”

“Yes.”

“I will not, after this morning, in any room of any of the worlds, come for you again.”

“Thank you.”

“I will not, after this morning, in any of the dim cold dark gaps in the long room behind your own sternum that you do not, on your own willful private decision, close — somehow, come in.”

“Thank you.”

“I will, mortal woman, in advance — say one last thing, before you go.”

“Yes.”

He looked at her in the dim cold dark of his cold stone hall, with the quiet, tired kindness of a god who had, in nine thousand years, rarely been told no by a marked mortal woman.

He said, quietly —

“You will, mortal woman, in the next year, in your own long room behind your own sternum, miss me. You will miss the precise dim cold question. You will miss the way it sharpened you. You will, on certain Tuesdays, in the small bathroom mirror of your apartment in central Texas, lightly, in the long room behind your own sternum, wonder what I would have said. I will not, mortal woman, when you wonder, come. The wondering itself, mortal woman — the wondering itself — is the gift.”

She met his eyes.

She did not, in the dim cold dark, speak.

She nodded, once, deliberately.

He smiled.

The cold beautiful tired smile.

He said, quietly —

“Goodbye, Ellie.”

“Goodbye, lord of the underworld.”

She did not, this morning, in his hall, give him his name.

He stood, slowly, on the dark throne, in his own cold stone hall — and he came, on his bare pale feet, across the polished black stone of the floor.

He stopped half a step in front of her.

He didn’t set his hand on the line of her white linen shift.

He did not set his hand on her cheek.

He lifted, deliberately, with the precise polite gesture of a god who had not, in nine thousand years, in any room of any of the worlds, been told no by a marked mortal woman — her right hand.

He turned it.

He set, lightly, his pale mouth at the small place at the inside of her right wrist, under the thin gold ring of an older queen on the third finger of her own right hand — exactly where the steady pulse of her own warm right wrist was — and he set, on the small place, one precise cold kiss.

The kiss did not bleed.

The kiss did not warm.

The kiss left, on the small place at the inside of her own right wrist, one cold thumbprint — the precise cool dim of the inside of a deep cave — that would, on the morning afterwards in the small bathroom mirror of her apartment, in the gray-gold morning light of central Texas, when she set her own warm left thumb to the small place at the inside of her own right wrist for the first time in fifteen years — be cool in a way nothing else, on her own warm body, was.

It was the only mark the lord of the underworld would, in his nine thousand years, ever leave on a marked mortal woman.

He had, in nine thousand years, never left it on anyone.

He looked up.

He held her eyes for a count of three.

He said, quietly, with the direct flicker of a god who had given a thing that, for nine thousand years, he had not given —

“Mortal woman. That — for the rest of your life — is so that you do not, in the small bathroom mirror of your apartment in central Texas on certain Tuesdays, forget the precise question I asked. The question, Ellie — the question itself — has, on the inside of your warm right wrist, now, its own cold pulse. Set your warm left thumb to it when you wonder. The wondering, mortal woman, will answer itself.”

She kept his eyes.

She didn’t speak.

She nodded.

He nodded once in return.

She turned, slowly, on the polished black stone of the floor of his own cold stone hall, on her bare feet — and she walked, on her bare feet, on the polished black stone, out of the cold stone hall.

The dark throne, at the far end of the cold stone hall behind her, didn’t follow her.

She closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She was, in the next breath, in the warm gray-pre-dawn light of central Texas, on her bare feet, on the wood floor of the kitchen, at the kitchen island.

The small black card with the dark red painted pomegranate was, at the kitchen island, gone.

In its place — on the cool laminate, in the warm gray-pre-dawn light of central Texas at five eighteen on a Sunday morning in late August — was a single careful dark red pomegranate seed.

The seed was, in the warm gray-pre-dawn light, very small.

It was the warm, precise single token of a god who had been answered.

Ellie set, lightly, deliberately, on the pomegranate seed on the kitchen island — her right thumb.

She held it there for a long count of three.

The pomegranate seed, under her right thumb, in the warm gray-pre-dawn light, was only a seed.

She lifted her thumb.

She picked up the pomegranate seed.

She set, deliberately, lightly, the pomegranate seed in the small ceramic dish on the bedside table.

She closed the lid.

She made coffee.

She put cinnamon in it.

She sat at the cool laminate in the warm gray-pre-dawn light of central Texas at five twenty-two on a Sunday morning in late August, with the cardinal in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window, singing, and the gold ring warm on the third finger of her own right hand, and the four warm marks of the room behind her sternum warm, all four of them at the same time, on her body, and the cool fifth thumbprint at the inside of her right wrist, cool, in her own warm gray-pre-dawn morning of central Texas — and the precise cold of the lord of the underworld himself in the room behind her sternum, finally, on a Sunday morning at five twenty-two in late August, gone.

She didn’t, this morning, weep.

She drank her coffee.

The cardinal sang.

The fan went one, two, three, four.

When Thomas, at six fifteen, came into the kitchen in his old gray T-shirt and his bare feet, with the private undefended brown eyes she had been falling in love with for fifteen years — Ellie, at the kitchen counter, lifted her face, and she smiled.

It was an uncomplicated warm smile.

He smiled back.

He said, softly —

“Hi, baby.”

“Hi, Thomas.”

“You okay?”

She held his open undefended brown eyes in the gold light at six seventeen on a Sunday morning in late August.

She said, evenly —

“All the way.”

He kissed her forehead.

He kissed her, also, on her unmarked jaw — the bare side, her unmarked jaw that was, in the gold morning light, his — and he held it there for a count of three.

He said, softly, into her hair —

“Good, baby. Good.”

She did not, this Sunday morning, in the morning at the island in her apartment in central Texas, in her chest — call any of them.

She drank her coffee.

The cardinal sang.

She would, in time, in her own room behind her sternum, build the next room.

She did not, on Sunday morning at six twenty, yet, know what room it was.

She would, in time, find out.

For now —

— for now —

— in the gold morning light, with the pomegranate seed of the lord of the underworld in the small ceramic dish on the bedside table, and the ring warm on the third finger of her right hand, and the four warm marks of the gods on her body, warm, and the cool fifth thumbprint of the lord of the underworld at the inside of her right wrist, cool, in her own apartment, in her own kitchen, with her own husband, in her own life —

— the cardinal sang.






Chapter 48 — The Forest

She had not, in the four months since the meadow of bulls, called him.

The bull-king, on the high crest of his own kingdom, had — in the four months since Ellie had walked away from his meadow on her bare feet, with the small white scar at her right wrist where his great horn had grazed her on a Tuesday afternoon in late June — not, somehow, called her either.

He had been silent.

Apollo had told her he was sitting on his throne, not using his right hand. The queen had told her, on a Friday afternoon in late July, that he was furious. The huntress, on a Tuesday evening in late August in the gold-pre-dusk light of a back porch in central Texas, had said only, evenly — my father has been, in our house, sulking.

Ellie had let him sulk.

She had, on her own willful private decision, in her own warm voice, in her own room behind her sternum — not, in four months, gone to him.

By the second Tuesday of September, with the careful first dry note in the cardinal’s morning song and the cottonwoods at the river path beginning to thin yellow at the highest leaves, Ellie understood — at six fifteen at the cool laminate, in the gray-gold morning light, with the thin gold ring warm on the third finger of her right hand and the five marks of his sons and his daughter and his brother on her warm body, all five of them warm — that the bull-king was, on the back ridge of his kingdom, waiting.

He was not going to come for her.

He was going to wait.

She drank her coffee.

She thought, deliberately, in the room behind her sternum — of the meadow.

The thought, in her chest, in the gray-gold morning light, opened.

It did not open onto the meadow.

It opened onto a forest.

The forest was a forest of black pines.

The black pines were on the slope of a mountain Ellie had not, in any of her ordinary mortal life, in any world, walked. The light was the dim of late dusk on the eastern edge of a mountain that had not, in nine thousand years, been mapped by any country.

The pine needles on the floor were the dry brown-black of a forest that did not get sun.

The wind was still.

Ellie — at the kitchen counter in her own apartment at six twenty-one on a Tuesday morning in early September, with her right hand on the cool laminate and the cardinal in the magnolia outside the window quietly singing — closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She was, in the next breath, in the bull-king’s black-pine forest.

She was barefoot.

She was in a white linen shift she had not, on her bedside table or in any of her drawers, owned. The shift was pinned at the right shoulder. The linen was the right white. The thin gold ring of an older queen was, on the third finger of her right hand, quiet.

The new long room behind her sternum was, in the dim of the black pines, also quiet.

The four marks on her body were quiet.

The bull-king, in his own forest, on his own dim, had — with the king’s right — closed the room. None of the gods of his house were listening for her here. None of his sons were listening. The huntress was not listening. The queen was not listening. The lord of the underworld — even him — was not listening.

She was alone with him.

She didn’t see him.

She listened.

The forest was silent.

She set her hands on the trunk of the nearest pine.

The bark was cold.

She turned her face into the dim.

She breathed.

She walked.

She walked, on her bare feet, on the cold pine needles, deeper into the dim. She did not, in the dim, name him. She did not, in the dim, call him. She walked, on her own decision, into his dim forest.

She felt him before she heard him.

It was the slow even settling of weight — somewhere behind her, somewhere uphill, in the dim of the black pines.

It was the settling of a great bull dropping its head to graze.

She did not look back.

She walked faster.

The settling, behind her, in the dim of the black pines — followed.

She walked faster.

The settling kept her pace.

She ran.

She ran on her bare feet, on the cold pine needles, in the white linen shift, with her dark hair falling forward at the side of her face — and the settling, behind her, in the dim — ran too.

It was not the heavy thunder of a bull’s hooves. It was the slow even press of a man’s bare feet on cold pine needles.

She ran harder.

The press, behind her, ran harder.

She ran for what was either two minutes or four hours. The dim of the forest did not change. The pines did not thin. The slope did not level.

She came, finally, into a clearing.

The clearing was a small clearing — perhaps thirty feet across, on the slope of the mountain, with the dim still high in the black pines and a single very old grey stone at the far edge.

She stopped.

She put her hand on the stone.

The stone was cold.

She turned.

He was at the edge of the clearing, in the dim of the black pines, very still.

He was the height of a tall man.

He was bare-chested.

His skin was the dry brown of a man who had walked the south ridges of his own mountain in the sun for nine thousand years. His hair was the rough white of a bull’s coat at the back of its neck — short, thick, almost coarse. His shoulders were the long heavy line of a man who had carried, in his life, every weight he had ever decided to carry.

His eyes — when they found hers across the dim clearing — were gold.

Not the gold-dust of his son.

Not the gold-warm grass of his son’s clearing.

The gold of a bull’s eye.

The gold of the inside of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon.

The gold of a coin held to a candle.

The gold she had seen, four months earlier, in the meadow of bulls on a Tuesday afternoon in late June, the morning he had claimed her.

She did not breathe.

He didn’t move.

She held his eyes for a count of three.

The dim of the black-pine forest, on the slope of his mountain, on her own warm body in the white linen shift on her bare feet on the cold pine needles — cooled.

It cooled by perhaps a quarter of a beat.

The bull-king, in his dim forest, with his own bull-eye gold eyes — did not smile.

He did not speak.

He looked at her.

He looked at her for one full long count of ten.

The whole length of her, in the dim, with the gold ring on her finger quiet on the third finger of her right hand — was, in the new long room behind her sternum, very small.

She had not, in two months, in any room of any world, been small.

She had been, with Apollo, chosen.

She had been, with the demigod, equal, and then the mistress.

She had been, with the lord of the underworld, standing.

She had been, with the huntress, recognized, and then shared with.

In the bull-king’s forest, in the small clearing on the slope of his mountain, with his own bull-eye gold eyes on her body in the white linen shift — Ellie, in the next breath, on her bare feet, bowed her head.

She didn’t decide to.

She had, in nine seconds of his looking at her, bowed her head.

She kept it bowed.

She looked at the cold pine needles at her bare feet.

She did not breathe.

The bull-king, on his own bare brown feet on the cold pine needles — moved.

He came across the clearing.

He came on his own bare feet, slowly — and the slow even press of his weight on the cold pine needles in the dim was the slow even press she had run from.

He stopped half a step in front of her.

He didn’t set his hand on her.

He stood in the dim with his bare brown chest at her face, with his bull-eye gold eyes on the line of her bowed head, with the bull-king’s slow even breath on the small place at the back of her neck where her dark hair had, on the run, fallen forward — and he waited.

She did not lift her face.

He said, evenly, in a voice that was the voice of the king of the gods at the height of his own kingdom and somehow, also, the voice of a man who had been alone for nine thousand years —

“Mortal woman.”

She did not answer.

“Look at me.”

She did not look.

“Ellie.”

She lifted her face.

The bull-king’s bull-eye gold eyes, in his dim forest, at perhaps eighteen inches from her own — held her.

She did not breathe.

He said, evenly —

“Are you afraid.”

She held his eyes.

She didn’t lie.

She said, softly, in her own warm voice —

“Yes, Zeus.”

The bull-king, in his dim clearing, on his bare brown feet, with his bull-eye gold eyes on the line of her own face — did not smile.

He nodded, once.

The nod was the slow private nod of a god who had not, in nine thousand years, been told by a marked mortal woman in his own forest, in his own clearing — the truth.

He said, evenly —

“I would not, mortal woman, in this forest, on the slope of my own mountain, with the bull-eye gold of my own kingdom on the line of your face — be in front of you, this evening, if I had not, in my own long life, been alone for too long.”

Her gaze stayed on his.

The private flicker — the smallest private warm thing under the bull-king’s bull-eye gold — opened.

She saw it.

She saw, in his dim clearing, in the private warmth of his bull-eye gold eyes, the piece of him that was, under the king of the gods, only a man.

The piece that had been alone.

The piece that had been, for nine hundred years, hated by his wife.

The piece that had watched his sons love mortal women easier than he had loved his own.

The piece that had, on his own throne, for ninety-six hours, not used his right hand — not because he had been planning his next storm, but because he had been thinking about her face.

She, in her own voice, softly —

“I see, Zeus.”

He, evenly —

“What do you see, mortal woman.”

She — and this, she would understand on the morning afterwards in her own bedroom in central Texas, was the precise direct truthful answer of a marked mortal woman who had, on her bare feet in the cold dim of the bull-king’s own forest, been small in a way she had never before been small —

“I see, Zeus, that you are tired.”

The bull-king, in his dim forest with his bull-eye gold eyes on the line of her face — made the smallest movement.

It was not a smile.

It was the slow private opening of a god who had not, in nine thousand years, been seen.

He nodded.

He said, evenly —

“Mortal woman. Yes.”

He bent his head.

He set, lightly, his bull-king’s mouth at the small place at the back of her neck, where her dark hair had fallen forward — and he set, on the small place, one small, precise bite.

The bite did not bleed.

The bite did not bruise the way the bites of his sons had bruised her.

The bite — under his teeth, in his dim forest — warmed the small place at the back of her neck the steady warmth of a coin held to a candle, the steady warmth of the inside of a wheat field at the end of an afternoon, the steady warmth of his own bull-eye gold eyes.

The mark would, when she set her warm right thumb to the back of her neck on the morning afterwards in the small bathroom mirror of her apartment, be — under the line of her dark hair, where no one, not even her own husband, would see it — one careful warm bruise the deep gold of his own kingdom.

It would, for the rest of her life, be something only she, in her own warm body, would be able to feel.

He pulled back.

He looked down at her.

The bull-king’s bull-eye gold eyes had, on them, the flicker.

It was the private warm flicker of a king who had not, in nine thousand years, been small with anyone.

He said, evenly —

“You will, mortal woman, when you call me — find me on the back ridge of the highest black mountain at the eastern edge of my brother’s land. I will be, at the back ridge, alone. I will not, until you call me, in any of the rooms of any of the worlds, come for you again.”

She nodded.

She did not speak.

He held her eyes for a slow count of three.

Then, deliberately, slowly, on his bare brown feet on the cold pine needles — he turned.

He walked, in the dim, deeper into his own forest.

She watched the dim of the black pines take him.

She didn’t follow.

She stood at the very old grey stone in his dim clearing for one full long count of ten.

Then she closed her eyes.

She opened them.

She was, in the next breath, barefoot on the wood floor of her own kitchen in her apartment in central Texas, with her right hand at the back of her neck, on the careful warm bruise the deep gold of the bull-king’s own kingdom, breathing.

The clock said 6:23.

She had been gone for two minutes.

That morning, she didn’t lift her hand from the back of her neck for a count of ten.

The bull-king had, in his own forest, on the bare cold pine needles of his own dim, on the slope of his own mountain — let her make him smaller.

She had, in his own forest, in the new gold mark at the back of her neck, on her own willful, deliberate decision — answered him.

She had also, in his own forest, for the first time in twenty-seven years — been small.

The being-small, she understood with the new clarity of a marked mortal woman who had walked, on her own decision, into the dim of the bull-king’s forest on her bare feet — was not the small of a girl.

It was the small of a woman who had, on her own, decided which god she would, in her own voice, on her own willful private decision, make smaller.

She set her right hand on the cool laminate of the kitchen island.

She breathed — in for four and out for six.

The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, in the gray-gold morning light, softly, sang.

The sixth mark — at the small place at the back of her neck, under the long line of her dark hair — warmed.

She did not, this morning, call him back.

She did, however — in the new long room, on her own decision — make the room.

The room was that of a god she would, in time — when she had decided, on her own, that he was ready — go to.

The room was, in the room behind her sternum, the back ridge of the highest black mountain at the eastern edge of his brother’s land.

She did not, this morning, yet know when she would walk it.

She did, in the new long room behind her sternum, trust herself to know.

The cardinal sang.

She drank her coffee.

The deep gold mark at the back of her neck, under the line of her dark hair, warmed.

She would, in time.

For now — on a Tuesday morning at six twenty-five in early September, at the kitchen island, with the sixth mark on her body and the queen’s ring warm on the third finger of her right hand and the new long room behind her sternum open — Ellie, in her own warm voice, on her own willful private decision, in her own kitchen — finished her coffee.

The bull-king would, for the rest of his nine thousand years, be on the back ridge of his own mountain, alone — waiting.

She did not, in the gray-gold morning light, mind that.

He would, in time, be ready.

She would, in time, also.

The cardinal sang.




PART FOUR — THE WAKE







Chapter 49 — Autumn
The summer ended on a Tuesday in mid-September.
It ended the way summers in central Texas end — not with a single moment, but with the careful accumulation of careful mornings, the kind in which the gold-pre-dawn light, for the first time in five months, no longer feels like summer. The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window sang, on the second Tuesday of September, at six fifteen, with a careful dry note in the song that had not been there in August. The cottonwoods at the edge of the river path had — when Ellie walked them on Saturday afternoon in late September — the careful first thin yellow at the highest leaves. The cicadas, by the first week of October, were gone.
She did not, on any of those mornings, call any of the gods.
She did not open the small ceramic dish on the bedside table.
She did not, in the small bathroom mirror of her apartment, set her right thumb at the warm bruise of the god of arrows under her own ear — although, on certain Tuesdays, in the small bathroom mirror of her apartment, the small place under her own ear was, in the gold-pre-dawn light, faintly, on its own, warming.
The lord of the underworld did not, after that Sunday morning, come.
The wondering itself, on certain Tuesdays, in the small bathroom mirror of her apartment, behind her sternum, was — the lord of the underworld had warned her, in the dim cold dark of his own cold stone hall — the gift.
She did not, on any of those Tuesdays, call him back.
She had — on her own willful private decision, in her own room behind her sternum — finished the answer.
The wondering, she had decided, was a thing she could carry.
She carried it.
She went to New York with Adrian in mid-October.
They flew on a Tuesday morning at six fifteen out of Austin-Bergstrom International, in the dim of a fall sky over central Texas, in two adjacent business-class seats Bill had insisted on. Adrian, in the seat beside her, in a soft dark gray suit and the watch on his left wrist, was — in the dim cabin — the weather-eyed Adrian Hale of the long oval table. He worked on his laptop. He drank one black coffee at six forty-five. He did not, in the dim cabin, set his hand on the warm side of her right thigh.
He did not need to.
The dim of the cabin, for Ellie — with the queen’s ring warm on her finger and the memory of Adrian’s hand on hers on the office carpet — settled in her chest.
They landed at La Guardia at ten forty.
They walked into the warm gold-pre-noon light of New York City’s autumn. By midday they were in the careful dim of a Madison Avenue conference room, with a Halcyon CMO who had, after two months of phone calls, decided — I want Ellie on this account for the next ten years.
Ellie walked her through the next ten years.
The Halcyon CMO, at the long Madison Avenue conference table, at the end of the meeting, gave a hand-clasp Ellie would, for the rest of her life, remember.
That night, at a dim Italian place on Fifty-fourth Street, Adrian, across the dim candle, ordered her a glass of red, and then — to her surprise — ordered the same for himself, when, in two months at every dinner, he had drunk, before, only black coffee and one white wine.
He set down the glass.
He held her eyes across the dim candle.
He smiled.
It was the careful weather smile of the long oval table.
He said, softly —
“Ellie.”
“Yes, Adrian.”
“I am drinking the red, this evening, on Fifty-fourth Street, because I have decided — not, after this trip, to be the quiet weather-eyed Adrian Hale who is in love with you anymore. I am going to be — only — the professional weather-eyed Adrian Hale who is your direct colleague. I made the decision on the warm carpet of your glass-walled office at four fifty-three on a Thursday afternoon in late August. I have not, in the two months since, gone back on it. I am, this evening, on Fifty-fourth Street, in the dim of an Italian candle, drinking to it.”
She held his eyes across the dim candle.
She lifted her glass.
She said, softly, with the direct undefended full smile — for the first time in his face, since the long oval table —
“To it, Adrian.”
“To it, Ellie.”
They clinked.
They drank.
Halfway through the meal, a man at the next table — sixty-something, well-cut blue suit, no rings — looked at Adrian for a count of three. He did not look up at the waiter. He didn’t lift his fork. He looked at Adrian. Adrian, across the dim candle, did not look back. He lifted his glass. He drank a single slow swallow. He set the glass down. The man at the next table, on his own private decision, looked back at his plate.
Adrian, evenly, said, Ellie — let’s get the check.
They got the check. They left the dim Italian place on Fifty-fourth Street fifteen minutes earlier than they had planned to.
On the sidewalk, in the autumn air, Adrian didn’t mention the man at the next table.
Ellie, on the sidewalk, did not ask.
They did not — in the rest of the evening, on the rest of the trip, on the flight home on Wednesday afternoon, on the warm Thursday morning back at the firm in Austin — talk about it again.
The warm right hand of the man at the long oval table, on her right hand, on the warm carpet of her own glass-walled office for forty minutes without a single word — was, in the room, in the gold-pre-dawn light, on every Friday morning at six fifteen — one of the warm marks.
It would, she understood with the small direct uncomplicated clarity of a marked mortal woman who had walked into the lord of the underworld’s hall on her own decision and walked out — for the rest of her life, on the precise polite dim of certain Tuesday afternoons in conference rooms in Austin and certain Saturday afternoons on the river path under the cottonwoods — settle.
It did, in time, settle.
The cardinal, in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window, on the second Tuesday of November, in the gold-pre-dawn light, sang.
She did not, in the gray pre-dawn, in the room behind her sternum, on the second Tuesday of November, call any of them.
She did not need to.
She had — in the room behind her sternum, in the orange firelight of the wooden cabin at the edge of the cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country she had built — finished one of the answers.
She had — in her chest, in the dim cold dark of the cold stone hall — finished another.
She had — in the new long room, on the carpet of her glass-walled office, on the wood of her back porch railing, on the laminate of the kitchen island, in the grass of a small clearing under penny-colored leaves, on the white stone of an altar in a temple at the top of a long Aegean cliff at sunset, on an iron-framed bed against the rough stone wall of a demigod’s long stone room, on the grass under an apple tree in southern Indiana, on the wood floor of the kitchen at four eleven on a Sunday morning — finished, in two months, all of them.
There was, in the room behind her sternum, one answer left.
It was the answer she had not, in any world, before any of the gods, against any of the queens, in any audience — yet asked herself.
It was — Ellie understood, the gold-pre-dawn light, on the second Tuesday of November, at the kitchen island, at six fifteen — the answer to the last question.
The last question — the question that had been, behind her sternum, since the gold morning of her first Tuesday under Adrian Hale on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building in central Austin, faintly, very steadily, on its own — open —
— was: Ellie — what room would you build for yourself.
She did not, on the second Tuesday of November at six fifteen at the kitchen island, in the pre-dawn light, yet, know what the answer was.
She did, however, finally, on the second Tuesday of November, in her own warm voice, in her own chest — ask.
The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, in the gold-pre-dawn light, softly, sang.
She drank her coffee.
She took the breath her grandmother taught her.
She thought, deliberately, in her chest — show me.
She opened them.
The cool laminate, in the gold-pre-dawn light, did not change.
The cardinal sang.
The gold-pre-dawn light, on her own cool laminate, faintly, in her chest, began to come.







Chapter 50 — The Truth
He came to her apartment on a Wednesday evening in late October, unannounced.
It was nine fifteen. Thomas was at his sister’s house for the careful Wednesday-night family dinner he had, since Lily and Brett’s two-year-old had started preschool, been making a steady habit of. Ellie’s mother was, this week, in Bloomington, sitting with the tomato.
The apartment was, on a Wednesday evening at nine fifteen in late October, empty.
The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window was, in the dark, quiet.
The candle in the hall was lit.
There was a knock at the door.
She knew, before she got up from the cool laminate, that it was him.
She set down her glass of water.
She walked, on her bare feet, on the wood floor of her apartment, across the living room.
She set her right hand on the doorknob.
She breathed slowly.
She opened the door.
Adrian was on the doormat.
He was, this evening, not in a suit. He was in a dark gray T-shirt and dark slim jeans and a soft black cotton jacket, with the watch on his left wrist and a brown paper grocery bag in his right hand. The watch was, in the dim hall, the watch.
He looked at her for a count of three.
He said, evenly —
“Ellie.”
“Adrian.”
“May I have ten minutes.”
She held his gaze.
She didn’t ask why.
She stepped back.
She let him in.
He came into the living room.
He set the brown paper grocery bag, deliberately, at the kitchen island.
He did not sit.
He stood at the kitchen island with his right hand on the cool laminate, and he looked, for one long minute, at the small terra-cotta pot of mint on the kitchen window, at the cardinal’s empty magnolia in the dark back yard, at the small ceramic dish on the bedside table at the far end of the apartment that he could see through the open bedroom door, at the candle in the hall.
He didn’t look at her.
Then, deliberately, he did.
He said, evenly, in the steady weather voice she had, in three months under him, learned the precise edges of —
“Ellie. I have to tell you a thing. I want to tell it to you in your own kitchen, on a Wednesday evening when your husband is at his sister’s and your mother is in Indiana, because I want you to hear it once, from me, in your own room, with no one else in the room. I am going to tell it to you in plain English. I am not going to use any of the words I would, in a meeting, in a conference room on Madison Avenue, use to frame it. I am going to say it the way it is, and I am going to leave.”
She held his eyes.
She lightly set both her hands at the kitchen island.
She breathed — in for four and out for six.
She said, softly —
“All right, Adrian.”
He nodded, once.
He said, evenly —
“I am not, on my CV, who I am underneath my CV. The man on the CV — Adrian Hale, hired in July out of a bigger agency in New York to take over Strategy on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building — is a man I have, in the last sixteen years, built. I built him because the man underneath the CV was a man who, for reasons I will not, this evening, in your apartment in central Texas, lay out for you, could not, in the long run, keep walking around as himself. The man underneath the CV is a man who has, in his life, hurt people.”
He stopped.
He looked at her.
He said, evenly —
“None of them, Ellie, were innocent. I have, in the last sixteen years, kept what is mine to settle out of the rooms of the rest of my life. I have, in three months, kept it out of yours. I have not, on the carpet of your office on a Thursday afternoon in late August, brought it into the room with you. I will not, in the rest of whatever we are, bring it into the room with you. I want you to know that. That is the first thing.”
She didn’t breathe.
She met his eyes.
She did not ask.
He saw her not asking.
The smallest thing, under the corner of his mouth, moved.
He said, evenly —
“I am not, this evening, asking you to keep this. I am not asking you to do anything. I am not asking you to look me up. I am not asking you to call your husband at his sister’s house and explain. I am not asking you, Ellie, for anything. I am, this evening, in your kitchen, only telling you the truth, because in three months I have set my hand on you in the steadiest precise mortal warmth I have, in sixteen years, set on anyone, and I owe you the truth before any of the rest of it. That is the second thing.”
She kept his eyes.
She still did not speak.
He nodded, slowly.
He said, evenly, and this time — for the first time, in three months under him — the smallest precise dry warm undefended thing flickered, faintly, at the corner of the steady weather of his eyes —
“Ellie. The third thing — and this, I am going to say once, and I am not, in the rest of my life, going to bring it up to you again unless you bring it up to me first — the third thing is that if, in any room you have not yet built, you ever decide that the man underneath the CV is, what you wanted — I will not, then, keep him out. I will, then, give him to you. The man underneath the CV will, in that room, be — for the first time in sixteen years — not, somehow, hidden.”
He let the sentence sit.
The candle in the hall, in the dim apartment, didn’t flicker.
The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, in the dark, did not sing.
The thin gold ring of an older queen, on the third finger of her right hand on the cool laminate, warmed.
The five marks of the gods on her body — and, under the line of her dark hair, the deep gold sixth — warmed, all six of them at the same time, in her dim kitchen on a Wednesday evening in late October.
She didn’t lift her hands from the cool laminate.
She did not close the room behind her sternum.
She held his steady weather eyes for a long count of ten.
Then she said, evenly, in her own voice, with no quaver and no heat and no judgment and no answer, only the private yes of a marked mortal woman who had, in three months under him, been told by the man at the long oval table the smallest precise direct truth she had not, in three months, asked him for —
“Thank you, Adrian.”
He held her eyes.
He nodded, once.
He set, on the cool laminate, his right hand for the smallest private second on top of her right hand — the ring hand, the third finger, the warm thin gold ring of an older queen — and he held it there for a count of three, lightly, with the steady careful warmth of a man who had, in three months, never set his hand on her without first asking with his eyes.
Then he lifted his hand.
He didn’t kiss her.
He didn’t say anything more.
He turned.
He went, on his soft black leather loafers, across the living room, to the door of her apartment.
He opened the door.
He stopped, briefly, in the doorway.
He turned.
He said, evenly, with the smallest careful warm flicker of the man underneath the CV at the corner of the steady weather of his eyes —
“Ellie.”
“Yes, Adrian.”
“In the bag — there is a small bottle of cypress honey. Lily told me, last week, on the back porch, that it is the kind your mother brings from Indiana. I bought it on Saturday in Brenham. I was, on Saturday, going to leave it on the front desk at the firm with a note. I did not. I am leaving it, this evening, in your kitchen. Goodnight, Ellie.”
“Goodnight, Adrian.”
He went.
The door closed, softly, behind him.
She stood at the kitchen counter for one full count of ten.
The candle in the hall did not flicker.
The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, in the dark, softly, faintly, very privately — sang.
It was, on a Wednesday evening at nine twenty-six in late October, the wrong time of day for the cardinal to sing.
He sang anyway.
Ellie, in her own kitchen, alone, in the dim, with the small terra-cotta pot of mint on the kitchen window and the brown paper grocery bag with the small bottle of cypress honey on the kitchen island and the ring warm on the third finger of her right hand and the six marks of the gods on her body warm and the room behind her sternum open — didn’t breathe for a count of ten.
Then she breathed.
She lifted her right hand from the cool laminate.
She set her right hand, lightly, on the brown paper grocery bag.
She didn’t open it.
She left the bag on the cool laminate.
She walked, on her bare feet, on the wood floor of her apartment, into the bedroom.
She set on the bedside table, beside the small ceramic dish — one small private new thought:
The man underneath the CV.
That evening, she didn’t yet know what kind of man he was.
She did not, this evening, yet know what she would, in any room she had not yet built, do with him.
She did, in the willful, uncomplicated yes of a marked mortal woman who had, in three months under the man at the long oval table, been told the truth before being asked for an answer — trust herself to know.
The cardinal sang.
The sixth mark, at the back of her neck, under the line of her dark hair, warmed.
She lay down on her own warm bed, alone, in her dim bedroom in her apartment, with the thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her right hand and the five marks of his sons and his daughter and his brother on her body, and the deep gold sixth at the back of her neck under the line of her dark hair.
She breathed in for four, out for six.
She closed her eyes.
The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, in the dark at nine twenty-eight on a Wednesday evening in late October, softly, very privately, sang.
She would, in time, also know.
For now — she slept.







Chapter 51 — The Room of Her Own
The room came slowly.
It came in pieces, over a week of mornings, in the pre-dawn, at the cool laminate of the kitchen island, at six fifteen, with the cardinal in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window quietly, every morning, singing.
It came on a Wednesday morning in mid-November, at six twenty-two, in a dim glimpse — the dim of a room with a window.
The window was high.
The window faced — in the dim glimpse — a sea.
It came on a Thursday morning at six twenty-eight, in a dim glimpse — the dim of a wooden floor under her own bare feet.
The wooden floor was warm.
It came on a Friday morning at six thirty-three, in a dim glimpse — the dim of a writing desk in front of the high window.
The writing desk had, on it, one dim cup of cinnamon coffee.
It came on a Saturday morning at seven oh-two, in a dim glimpse — the dim of a small wooden chair with a soft pale-gray wool throw on the back of the chair.
The chair was, the dim glimpse, empty.
By the second Tuesday of December, in the gold-pre-dawn light of central Texas, on the kitchen island, in the room, at six fifteen — Ellie, at last, had the room.
She closed her eyes.
She opened them.
She was, in the next breath, in the dim room.
It was a wooden room at the top of a high stone cliff at the edge of a sea she had not, in any of her ordinary mortal life, walked.
It was the size of a dim bedroom.
The floor was the warm wide pale pine planks she had, on Friday afternoon at nine forty-two on the cool laminate of the kitchen island, in the orange firelight of a wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country she had built, also used.
The walls were the warm rough pale logs of the cabin.
The roof was a careful low slope.
The fire — at the far wall — was a careful orange fire of olive wood in a stone hearth.
There was no bed.
There was no warm bed with the pale-gray wool blankets and the single wide warm dense soft pale white deer-skin throw at the foot.
There was no small clay jug of cold water and two clay cups and a small clay bowl of cold blackberries.
There was no fresh bouquet of wild white forest flowers on the windowsill.
There was one high window facing a sea.
There was, in front of the high window, one wooden writing desk.
There was, on the wooden writing desk, one careful cup of cinnamon coffee, with the dim steam rising up off the cup in the orange firelight of the stone fire.
There was, in front of the wooden writing desk, one wooden chair, with a soft pale-gray wool throw on the back of the chair.
There was, on the wooden writing desk, one leather notebook.
The notebook was — when Ellie, on her bare feet on the warm wide pale pine planks, walked, deliberately, across the dim room and stopped at the wooden writing desk and lifted the leather notebook in her right hand — blank.
It was — in the orange firelight — the dim notebook of a woman who had not, in twenty-seven years, written anything that was, in her own room behind her sternum — only and exactly her own.
She set the leather notebook on the wooden writing desk.
She set, lightly, deliberately, on top of the leather notebook, her right hand.
She held it there.
The thin gold ring of an older queen, on the third finger of her own right hand, in the orange firelight of the dim room she had — for the first time in twenty-seven years, deliberately — built for herself, faintly, warmed.
She opened them.
She turned, slowly, on her bare feet, on the warm wide pale pine planks of her dim warm wooden room.
There was, on the wooden chair behind her, an old woman.
The old woman had, in the orange firelight of the stone fire — not, somehow, been on the wooden chair, in any of the dim glimpses of any of the seven mornings of the seven days at the cool laminate in the gold-pre-dawn light at six fifteen — yet, somehow, been there.
She was, in the orange firelight, on the wooden chair, with the soft pale-gray wool throw at the back of the chair around her own warm pale shoulders.
She was small.
She was — in the orange firelight — perhaps eighty.
She had — in the orange firelight — the slow Indiana eyes of an Indiana grandmother of eighty in 2008, the year before the diabetes had taken the back of her right hand. She had — in the orange firelight — the slow Indiana smile of a grandmother who had taught a six-year-old, on the warm linoleum of a kitchen floor in 2004, to breathe in for four and out for six.
She was — in the orange firelight — Mary.
Mary, the grandmother who had been, in 2009, gone.
Ellie did not breathe.
She set her right hand on the wooden writing desk to keep, in the orange firelight of her own room behind her sternum, upright.
The grandmother — in the orange firelight — smiled.
It was the slow Indiana smile of a grandmother who had — in 2008, the year before the diabetes had taken the back of her right hand — known the year a granddaughter was born that the granddaughter would, in her life, end up in exactly this kind of room.
She said, in the slow Indiana voice of the orange firelight of the dim of the wooden room at the top of the high stone cliff at the edge of a sea Ellie had — in her own room behind her sternum, on her own willful private decision, in her own voice — built —
“Sweetheart.”
“Grandmother.”
“Sit down, dear. Drink your coffee.”
Ellie sat down.
She sat down, on the wooden chair, on the warm wide pale pine planks of her own dim of her own warm wooden room at the top of the high stone cliff at the edge of a sea, with the gold ring warm on the third finger of her own right hand and the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear warm and the small bird on her left hipbone warm and the warm side of her own warm right shoulder warm and the small bone at the underside of her own sternum warm and the room behind her sternum open — and her own grandmother, who had been gone since 2009, on the wooden chair across from her, with the soft pale-gray wool throw around her own warm pale shoulders.
She drank her cinnamon coffee.
It was, in the orange firelight, cinnamon coffee.
It was the way her grandmother had, in 2004 in Indiana, taught her — and the way she had, in 2020 in Bloomington, taught Thomas — to make it.
The slow Indiana eyes did the slow Indiana delight in the orange firelight.
The grandmother said, softly —
“Sweetheart.”
“Yes, Grandmother.”
“This is, sweetheart — this is your room.”
“Yes.”
“It is — sweetheart — the dim of a room of your own.”
“Yes.”
“You will, sweetheart, in the next forty years of your life, come back to this room often.”
“Yes.”
“You will not — sweetheart — you will not, in the next forty years of your life, bring any of them here.”
The slow Indiana eyes showed, in the orange firelight, the slow Indiana amusement.
She said, softly —
“Not the dim god of arrows. Not the demigod. Not the careful dim huntress, my own granddaughter’s small black ladybug at the back of her own neck in 1979 in Bloomington. Not the careful dim man at the long oval table. Not the husband who is the only of those four whose pulse is at the steady pulse of every other room of the rest of your forty years. Not the careful dim mother of cherry-wine braids in the navy blazer your grandfather wore in 1972. Not the careful dim careful cold cave-eyed lord of the underworld whose dim cold question, sweetheart, you have, on your own willful private decision, finished. None of them, sweetheart.”
“None of them, Grandmother.”
“This is — sweetheart — this is, in the long room behind your own sternum, on a wooden chair in front of a wooden writing desk in front of a high window facing a sea — only your own.”
“Yes.”
“You will, sweetheart, write in this room.”
“What will I write.”
The grandmother smiled.
The slow Indiana smile.
She said, softly —
“Whatever, sweetheart, you have not, in twenty-seven years, yet written.”
Ellie closed her eyes.
She opened them.
She did not weep.
She set, lightly, on the wooden writing desk, her right hand on the leather notebook.
She held it there for a count of three.
The leather notebook, under her right hand, in the orange firelight of the wooden room at the top of the high stone cliff at the edge of a sea Ellie had, in her own room behind her sternum, built, faintly — warmed.
Her grandmother, on the wooden chair, with the gray throw at the back of her own shoulders, in the orange firelight, did the slow Indiana amusement.
She said, quietly —
“Now drink your coffee, sweetheart. It will go cold.”
Ellie drank her coffee.
The grandmother did not, in the orange firelight, somehow, go.
She sat in the wooden chair on the warm wide pale pine planks of the dim of the wooden room at the top of the high stone cliff at the edge of a sea, with the pale wool throw at the back of her own warm pale shoulders, and the slow Indiana eyes warm in the orange firelight of the stone fire — for as long as Ellie was there.
When Ellie, finally, on her own, in her own room behind her sternum — closed her eyes —
— the grandmother, the orange firelight, on the wooden chair, in the soft wool throw, was, in the long room behind Ellie’s own sternum, faintly, somehow, quietly, very steadily — still there.
Ellie would, on the second Tuesday of every month, for the rest of her forty years, in the gray pre-dawn, at six fifteen, at the kitchen island, with the cardinal in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window softly singing, in the room behind her sternum — come back to the wooden room at the top of the high stone cliff at the edge of the sea.
She would, on the wooden writing desk, in the leather notebook, in the orange firelight of the stone fire, on her own warm wooden chair under the wool throw, with the ring warm on the third finger of her own right hand — write.
She would, in time, fill the leather notebook.
She would, in time, fill another.
The wooden room, at the top of the high stone cliff at the edge of the sea, in the orange firelight of the stone fire — would, on every second Tuesday of every month for the rest of her forty years, still have, on the wooden chair, in the pale-gray throw, the slow Indiana grandmother who had been gone since 2009.
She was — Ellie understood, with the small direct uncomplicated clarity of a marked mortal woman who had walked, on her own willful private decision, into the dim of her own first room of her own — the only one of any of the visitors of any of the rooms of any of the worlds Ellie would ever build whose presence Ellie was not, in any way, going to need to share with anyone.
Not even, in her dark bedroom, with Thomas.
That, the grandmother had told her, in the orange firelight, with the slow Indiana smile —
— was, in the long room behind a marked mortal woman’s sternum, very direct precise polite uncomplicated all right.







Chapter 52 — The Cardinal Will
The first warm Saturday of November came on the eighth.
Ellie was — at three thirty in the gold-pre-dusk light — on the back porch with her own husband and her own mother. The cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window was, in the gold-pre-dusk light, softly, singing. Her mother, in a soft pale-yellow blouse, was on the porch swing with her book. Thomas, in his old gray T-shirt and his bare feet, was at the cedar table with two glasses of iced tea and a plate of fall apricots Lily had brought over from her own backyard tree.
Ellie was on the warm wood of the porch railing.
She had her right hand on the warm wood. The thin gold ring of an older queen was warm on the third finger of her own right hand. Her own grandmother’s gold bracelet was warm on her right wrist. The warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear was — in the gold-pre-dusk light — warm. The small bird on her left hipbone, under the warm denim of her jeans, was warm. The warm side of her own warm right shoulder, under the warm cotton of the long pale-yellow blouse her own mother had told her in 2018 not to wear, was warm. The small bone at the underside of her own sternum was warm. The room behind her sternum was, in the gold-pre-dusk light, open.
Thomas looked up from the warm cedar table.
He smiled.
It was the undefended brown-eyed smile she had, in ten years, been falling in love with — and the smile, Ellie noticed at three thirty-two in the gold-pre-dusk light on a warm Saturday afternoon in early November, was — for the first time in fifteen years — the smile of a man who had, lightly, in the last six weeks, begun to fall asleep earlier in the evening than he used to.
He had been falling asleep earlier in the evening, since the second Tuesday of October, by perhaps an hour.
By the second Saturday of October, he had been falling asleep on the couch, in the throw blanket, by nine forty-five.
By the first Friday of November, he had been falling asleep in their own bed, against the long shape of her own back, by ten thirty.
By the warm Saturday afternoon of the eighth of November, with the cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, quietly, singing — Thomas, in the undefended brown-eyed smile of a man who had been, in fifteen years, in love with her — was, in the gold-pre-dusk light, faintly, in a way nobody else but a marked mortal woman with a small thin gold ring of an older queen on the third finger of her right hand would have noticed, tired.
He was — Ellie understood at three thirty-three in the gold-pre-dusk light, with her right hand on the warm wood of the porch railing and the steady warm marks of all six of the gods of the room behind her sternum all six warm on her body — faintly, in fifteen years, falling out of focus.
He was not, somehow, leaving.
He was not, somehow, fading.
He was — in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the cedar table of his own back porch in his own apartment in central Texas, with his own iced tea and his own apricots and his own bare feet and his own old gray T-shirt and his own slow Indiana mother-in-law on the porch swing with her own book — the same Thomas she had married in 2020 in Bloomington.
He was — also, faintly, in the gold-pre-dusk light — falling, by the dim of perhaps an inch a week, out of the foreground of her own room behind her sternum.
She did not, on the warm Saturday afternoon of the eighth of November, in the gold-pre-dusk light, mourn it.
She loved him.
She loved him, on the warm wood of the porch railing of her apartment in central Texas, with the cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window softly singing and the direct undefended brown-eyed smile of the man she had, in ten years, been falling in love with — very deeply, very steadily, honestly, the room behind her sternum, on her own willful private decision, in her own warm voice.
She also did not — at three thirty-four on the warm Saturday afternoon of the eighth of November, in the gold-pre-dusk light — somehow want him to be at the steady pulse at every other one of her dim direct rooms anymore.
He was — and would, in the uncomplicated warmth of fifteen more years of marriage, be — the steady pulse of one of her rooms.
He was the steady pulse of the warm cedar table on the back porch and the cool laminate and the wood floor of the living room and the dim of the bedroom at four eleven on a Tuesday morning.
He was — for the rest of her forty years — the steady pulse of that room.
He was not, on the warm Saturday afternoon of the eighth of November, the steady pulse of any of the others.
He never had been.
He never would be.
The precise mortal warmth of her own warm husband, in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the cedar table of his own back porch — was in her chest, on her own — one of the rooms.
He was not, Ellie understood with the uncomplicated clarity of a marked mortal woman who had walked, on her own willful private decision, into the lord of the underworld’s own cold stone hall and walked back out — the only one.
Thomas, on the warm cedar table of his own back porch, lifted his glass of iced tea.
He smiled.
He said, softly —
“Hey, baby.”
“Hi, Thomas.”
“Iced tea?”
“Iced tea.”
He poured her a glass.
She walked, on her bare feet, across the warm wood of the back porch of her apartment in central Texas, and she sat down beside him on the warm cedar bench, and she set her right hand on his own warm right thigh, and she leaned her warm right shoulder, lightly, against his own warm shoulder.
He set the glass of iced tea in her own warm left hand.
She drank.
The iced tea, on her own warm tongue, in the gold-pre-dusk light — was, in the gold-pre-dusk light, iced tea.
It was the small direct uncomplicated iced tea Thomas had, since 2020 in Bloomington, made on every warm Saturday afternoon of fifteen years.
Her mother, on the porch swing, with her book, said, softly, in the slow Indiana voice that had taught Ellie to breathe at six —
“Sweetheart.”
“Yes, Mom.”
“This is — sweetheart — this is very nice.”
“Yes, Mom.”
The slow Indiana eyes of her own mother of sixty-five did, in the gold-pre-dusk light, the dry, steady, clinical glance.
The clinical glance went, on the warm Saturday afternoon of the eighth of November, the gold-pre-dusk light, faintly, to the small place under Ellie’s own ear, where the warm bruise of the god of arrows was warm under the line of Ellie’s own dark hair.
The clinical glance went, also, to the thin gold ring on the third finger of her own right hand.
The slow Indiana eyes showed, in the gold-pre-dusk light, the slow Indiana amusement.
She said, quietly, in the slow Indiana voice that had — in 1979, in the warm winter dim of a friend’s apartment in Bloomington a block from the bell tower, been kissed by a young woman with a small black ladybug at the back of her own neck —
“Sweetheart.”
“Yes, Mom.”
“Don’t, sweetheart, give it all up.”
Ellie looked at her mother.
She held the slow Indiana eyes in the gold-pre-dusk light.
Her mother smiled.
It was the slow Indiana smile of a woman of sixty-five who had — for forty-five years — privately, on Tuesdays, in the small bathroom mirror of her own house in Bloomington, thought about the small black ladybug at the back of the young woman’s neck.
She said, softly —
“Some of it, sweetheart, you keep.”
Ellie held her mother’s slow Indiana eyes for a slow count of three.
She did not, in the gold-pre-dusk light, on the warm cedar bench of her own back porch, lie to her mother.
She said, very simply, in her own warm voice —
“Yes, Mom.”
The slow Indiana eyes showed the slow Indiana delight.
Her mother went back to her book.
Thomas, on the warm cedar bench beside her, set, lightly, his right hand at the warm side of Ellie’s cheek for a count of three.
He said, into her hair —
“I love you, baby.”
“I love you, Thomas.”
By six in the gold-pre-dusk light Lily and Brett had come over with the two-year-old, and by seven they had eaten on the back porch — Thomas’s grilled cheese and tomato soup and Lily’s warm fall apricots — and by eight Lily had taken the two-year-old home, and by nine Ellie’s mother had gone to bed in the small mint-windowsilled guest room with her book, and by nine forty Thomas, on the couch in the throw blanket, was already, in the direct undefended brown-eyed sleep of a man who had, in the last six weeks, been falling asleep earlier — out.
Ellie stood at the kitchen island in the careful dim of the warm wooden floor of her apartment in central Texas at nine forty-three on a Saturday evening in early November.
She did not, this evening, light the candle in the hall.
She didn’t, this evening, open the small ceramic dish on the bedside table.
That evening, she didn’t weep.
She walked, on her bare feet, on the wood floor of her apartment, into the bedroom. She did not, this evening, change into her old white nightgown. She left on the long pale-yellow blouse with the high cut at the hipbones, the same blouse her own mother had told her in 2018 not to wear because it was, sweetheart, made for women who were not Catholic, and the dark slim jeans, and the warm grandmother’s gold bracelet at her right wrist, and the gold ring on her finger on the third finger of her own right hand.
She stood, on her bare feet, on the wood floor of her own bedroom, in the dim of the direct mortal warmth of her apartment, with the soft snore of her own husband from the couch in the living room and the slow even breath of her own mother from the small mint-windowsilled guest room and the cardinal in the magnolia outside the kitchen window, softly, in the dim, singing.
She breathed.
She closed her eyes.
She thought, deliberately, in the new long room — of the long stone room.
The long stone room of the demigod. The long stone room with the packed dirt floor and the low fire and the iron-framed bed against the rough black stone wall on the right and the pale yew of the long curved hunting bow on the bronze hook above the headboard and the heavy wooden chair with the very neatly folded lion-pelt at the foot of the bed.
The long stone room he had — six weeks earlier — pulled her into, uninvited, and taken her against the iron headboard with both her wrists pinned in his warm enormous brown right hand and the precise bruise of his own firm index finger on the small bird of her left hipbone she had, in two months, not, in any of the warm dark of any of her own bedrooms, somehow, set her right thumb to.
She thought on her own decision, in her own voice, with the small thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her own right hand — not, this evening, of his room.
She thought — deliberately — of mine.
She built it.
She built it in the room behind her sternum, in her dim bedroom in her apartment in central Texas, at nine forty-five on a Saturday evening in early November — very quickly.
She built it as the direct uncomplicated warm wooden bedroom of an old farmhouse in Indiana in 1979 — the kind of wooden bedroom her own mother had, in the careful winter dim of a friend’s apartment in Bloomington a block from the bell tower, in the year of the small black ladybug at the back of the young woman’s neck, not, in 1979, ever been allowed to walk into.
The room was a wooden bedroom with a single low wide wooden bed against the warm wooden wall and a single warm wooden chair beside the bed and a single yellow-pine floor and a single high warm wooden window with the dim glimpse of a single warm pale Indiana cornfield in late August at sundown through the warm wooden glass and a single private orange table lamp at the small wooden table beside the bed.
There was no lion-pelt.
There was no pale yew of a long curved hunting bow on bronze hook above the headboard.
There was no heavy wooden chair with the lion-head pelt at the foot of the bed.
There was, on the warm wooden chair beside the bed — one soft pale-gray cardigan that did not, in 1979, belong to any of the women who had ever, in 1979, walked into a wooden bedroom of an Indiana farmhouse with a young woman with a small black ladybug at the back of her own neck.
It was — Ellie understood, with the uncomplicated clarity of a marked mortal woman behind her sternum deliberately in her dim first Defiant Wife’s room — her own.
She, in the warm room behind her sternum, named him.
She named him, this evening — for the first time in her chest — not with the private direct please of any of the rooms before. She named him with the direct willful, deliberate order of a marked mortal woman in her own first Defiant Wife’s room.
She said — in her own voice, in her own room behind her sternum, with the small thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her own right hand —
Hercules. My room. Now.
He came.
He came in the next breath, in the orange firelight of the warm wooden bedroom at the warm wooden chair, in his own form — at the height of two ordinary men — without the lion-pelt over his huge shoulder. The lion-pelt was, this evening, in the willful warm clean Defiant Wife’s room, on the warm wooden chair with the soft pale-gray cardigan, very neatly folded, underneath the soft pale-gray cardigan, with the dead lion’s-head of it tucked, carefully, under the warm wood of the chair.
The dark honey eyes were warm in the orange firelight.
He looked at her.
He smiled.
It was the old slow tired warm new smile of the forge room.
He said, quietly, in the willful Defiant Wife’s room of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979 in a wooden bedroom her own mother had, in 1979, not, ever been allowed to walk into —
“Mortal woman.”
“Hercules.”
“You called me on your own.”
“Yes.”
“You did not, this evening, ask permission.”
“No.”
“You named me, mortal woman, with the warm clean willful order of the direct mistress of her own first willful clean Defiant Wife’s room.”
“Yes.”
“You did not, this evening, mortal woman, ask.”
“No.”
He smiled.
The old wolfish and warm delighted smile of the demigod who had, on a Tuesday evening in late August at the island, been told by a marked mortal woman that he was not, in any room of any world, allowed to come at her uninvited again — and who had, in two months, very faithfully, precisely, very obediently, on his own willful private decision, kept the rule.
He said, quietly —
“All right, mortal woman. I am, in your room, on your terms, this evening, very particularly, yours.”
He came across the yellow-pine floor of the wooden bedroom of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979.
He did not, this evening, in the orange firelight, lift her.
He did not, this evening, in the orange firelight, carry her to the low wooden bed.
He stopped half a step in front of her.
He waited.
She set her right hand on the line of his bare brown chest — on the long old white scar along the right side of his ribs which, in this room of her own willful private making, had — for the second time, after the forge room of her own first edited room — gone away — and she pushed, lightly, deliberately, with the firm warmth of the small direct mistress of her own first Defiant Wife’s room — down.
He sat down on the low wooden bed.
She climbed, on the yellow-pine floor, on her bare feet, into his lap.
She set, deliberately, very firmly, precisely, her bare thighs on either side of his thighs.
She set her right hand at the line of his jaw.
She set her own warm left hand at the line of his bare brown enormous shoulder.
She held his dark honey eyes in the orange firelight of her own first Defiant Wife’s room.
She said, evenly, with the small thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her own right hand —
“Tonight, Hercules — tonight, in my room — I will take.”
The dark honey eyes did, in the orange firelight of the wooden bedroom of the careful farmhouse of southern Indiana in late August at sundown in 1979, the old wolfish, warm, stunned, reverent widening of a demigod’s eyes who had, in four thousand years, never been told, by any of the warm or cold or mortal or immortal women of any of the rooms or pavilions or labyrinths or temples or beds, that she would, in her own room, on her own terms, take.
He said — for the first time in any room — not the old wolfish and warm bronze-red voice of the lord of his own long stone room.
He said, simply, in his own warm voice — the warm voice of only the man —
“Yes, mortal woman.”
She took.
She took, of the wooden bedroom of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979, with her hands. She took with her own warm mouth at the line of his bare brown enormous throat. She took with her own warm thighs on either side of his thighs. She took with her own warm willful, deliberate hand at the small place at the warm side of his own broad jaw, holding his short-curly head still, exactly, in the orange firelight, where she wanted it.
She undid, deliberately, the leather thong of his pale linen wrap.
She set, deliberately, very firmly, precisely, both her hands at the line of his ribs.
She pressed, lightly, with the firm warmth of the direct mistress of her own first Defiant Wife’s room — back.
He lay down on his back on the low wooden bed.
She rose over him.
She held his dark honey eyes.
She said it — for the first time in twenty-seven years, in five years of marriage, in two months of any of the rooms — as a woman who was the one taking:
“You, Hercules — you, this evening, in my room — you will give me what you have, in four thousand years, never given anyone.”
The dark honey eyes gave the wolfish, stunned yes of a demigod given an order he intended to obey.
He said, softly —
“Yes, mortal woman. Take it.”
She took it.
She took it with her hips on his hips — riding him, slowly at first, then harder. She took it with her hands at the line of his chest, with her hair falling over both of them, with the gold ring of an older queen warm on her third finger and his right wrist pinned, under that hand, to the warm wood of the headboard.
She had, for the first time in any room of any world — pinned him.
She set the pace.
She set the depth.
She made him hold still while she rode him — slow circles of her hips, her clit pressed to the base of him on every grind, the fullness of him impossibly deep at this angle. She watched his face. She watched the demigod who had taken her against an iron headboard six weeks earlier, uninvited, lose every piece of his control under her — under her hands, her weight, her hips moving on him exactly as she pleased.
He shook.
She slowed.
“Don’t come,” she said. “Not yet.”
“Mortal woman — please —”
“Not yet.”
She rode him slower. She brought her hand up to her own breast — to her nipple — and pinched, hard, watching his eyes track the movement and his jaw clench. She brought her hand down to her own clit and circled, while she rode him, watching him. She came on him on her own hand, her pussy clenching down on his cock in long pulses that made him swear in a language she didn’t recognize.
Then she came again, harder, riding him through it.
He held still.
He held still because she had told him to.
When she was, finally, slick to her thighs and shaking from the third orgasm, she leaned down and set her mouth at his ear and said, in her own voice, low —
“Now. Come for me, Hercules. Now.”
He came under her like a man breaking apart. The slow flood of him deep inside her was the first time in four thousand years a demigod had come, exactly, when she had told him to. His wrist stayed pinned. His honey eyes were wet and undefended. His voice, softly, very simply, said her name.
When she, finally, in the orange firelight, lifted her own warm dark hair from his bare brown enormous chest — the dark honey eyes had, in them, the old wolfish and devoted and free private thank you of the demigod who had, for the first time in four thousand years, of a marked mortal woman’s first willful direct Defiant Wife’s room — been taken.
He said, softly — not, this time, with the old wolfish demigod’s voice, but with his own warm man’s voice —
“Mortal woman. That, in four thousand years, is the finest thing I have ever, in any room of any world, been allowed to give.”
She did not, in the orange firelight, answer.
She set, deliberately, softly, her right hand — on the small place where the pulse at the small bone at the underside of his own warm sternum was — and she held it there for a count of three.
He, faintly, breathed out a long slow breath.
She bent her head.
She set, softly, her own warm mouth at the small bone at the underside of his own warm sternum — exactly where the firm tan mouth of the cool gray-pre-dawn huntress, her own sister, had, on a Friday morning in late August of a wooden cabin at the edge of a cold lake in the high mountain pines of a country a marked mortal woman had built, in the orange firelight, finally set the firm tan mouth.
She set, there, on the small bone at the underside of his broad sternum, in her own first Defiant Wife’s room, one small willful, deliberate kiss back.
She left, on him — for the first time in any room of any world, on a demigod — a mark.
The mark was a willful, deliberate bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate at the underside of his sternum. On Hercules’s broad brown chest, in the long room behind his own sternum, only Ellie — on his own ridge of his own mountain, for the rest of his four thousand years — would be able to feel it.
He closed his enormous brown eyes.
He opened them.
The dark honey eyes, in the orange firelight, were — for the first time in four thousand years — the eyes of a man who had been chosen, taken, used, and marked by a mortal woman.
He said, softly —
“Goodnight, mortal woman.”
“Goodnight, Hercules.”
In the next breath, of the wooden bedroom of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979 — he was, simply, gone.
The orange firelight, the wooden bedroom of her own first Defiant Wife’s room, did not go.
The lion-pelt, on the warm wooden chair beside the low wooden bed, under the soft pale-gray cardigan, very neatly folded — was, in the orange firelight, still there.
It would, of her own first Defiant Wife’s room of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979, be there every time she came back.
Ellie — alone, in the orange firelight, on the low wooden bed of her own first Defiant Wife’s room — set, lightly, both her hands on the small bone at the underside of her own sternum, where the firm tan mouth of the cool gray-pre-dawn huntress had been on Friday morning in late August of the wooden cabin she had also built — and where she had, in the orange firelight, in the low wooden bed, just put her own.
She breathed — in for four and out for six.
She closed her eyes.
She opened them.
She was, in the next breath, in her own bed, in her bedroom, in her apartment in central Texas, in the dim of a Saturday night in early November.
The clock said 11:14.
Thomas was on the couch in the living room, asleep, in the throw blanket.
Her mother was in the small mint-windowsilled guest room, asleep, with the door closed.
The candle in the hall was, this evening, not lit.
The fan above the bed was not on.
The cardinal was, in the dim in early November, somewhere in the dim, quiet.
The room behind her sternum was, in the dim — open.
The thin gold ring of an older queen was, in the dim, on the third finger of her own right hand, warm.
She lay in her dim bedroom for a count of ten.
She didn’t get up.
She did not go to the couch.
She didn’t walk on her bare feet into the living room and lift the warm throw blanket and slide her own cool body in beside her own warm sleeping husband and fit her own warm face into the warm hollow under his own warm jaw.
She lay alone in her own dim bedroom. The bruise of the god of arrows under her ear, warm. The small bird on her left hipbone, warm. The hand-shape at her right shoulder, warm. The kiss at her sternum, warm. The room behind her sternum, open. And the orange firelight of her own first Defiant Wife’s room of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979 — in the room behind her sternum — burning steadily, on its own.
She had — on her own willful private decision — finally, in her chest, taken.
She did not, in her dim bedroom, in the new long room, regret it.
She did not, in her dim bedroom, somehow, in the room behind her sternum, plan to stop.
She thought, deliberately, behind her sternum, with the small thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her own right hand — of the next room.
The next room came, in her chest, in her dim bedroom in her apartment in central Texas at eleven seventeen on a Saturday night in early November — lightly, in a dim glimpse.
It was, in the dim glimpse — not an Indiana farmhouse.
It was not a wooden cabin.
It was not a marble pavilion or a green-glass lake or a clearing in a silver forest or a long stone room of a demigod or a cool dim dark stone hall of the lord of the underworld or an apple tree at the back of her parents’ yard in Bloomington in 1996 or a temple at the top of a long Aegean cliff at sunset.
It was — Ellie understood, in the dim glimpse of one figure standing very still, her warm tan back to Ellie, on the warm pale sand of a beach Ellie had not yet walked in any of her ordinary mortal life or in any room of any world — something else.
The figure — in the dim glimpse — was female.
The figure was not Hera.
The figure was not her own mother.
The figure was not her own grandmother.
The figure — Ellie understood with the uncomplicated clarity of a marked mortal woman in the room on her own willful private decision in her own warm voice — was someone she had not, in any room of any world, yet met.
Ellie — in her dim bedroom in her apartment in central Texas at eleven nineteen on a Saturday night in early November, alone in her own bed, with the orange firelight of her own first Defiant Wife’s room in the room behind her sternum faintly burning, on its own —
— smiled.
It was the small full willful smile of a marked mortal woman who had, on a Saturday night in early November in her dim bedroom in her apartment in central Texas — with her husband asleep on the couch in the living room, her mother asleep in the small mint-windowsilled guest room, and the cardinal somewhere in the dim, quietly, not yet singing — finally understood the simple, deliberate truth of her own voice in her own room behind her sternum.
She did not, in her dim bedroom on Saturday night in early November, call the figure.
She would, in time.
She closed her eyes.
She rolled, slowly, deliberately, in her dim bedroom — onto her own side of the bed, on her own warm pillow, with both her hands flat on the small bone at the underside of her own sternum, where the matching bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate — the one she had, this evening, in her own first willful Defiant Wife’s room of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979, finally, on her own, left on him — pulsed under her hands. And she breathed.
She breathed in for four.
She breathed out for six.
The cardinal in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window did not, on a Saturday night in early November, in the dim, in the room behind her sternum — sing.
It was the wrong time of day.
It would, on Sunday morning at six fifteen, in the gray pre-dawn, on the magnolia outside her own kitchen window — sing.
Ellie, on her own warm side of her own warm bed, alone, in her dim bedroom, with the room behind her sternum open, with the dim glimpse of one dim figure on the warm pale sand of a beach she had not yet walked faintly, very steadily, on its own — waiting — and the orange firelight of her own first willful clean Defiant Wife’s room of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979, in her chest, still burning — smiled, again, in the dim, very privately, very willfully, deliberately, very fully, to herself.
She did not, on a Saturday night in early November in her dim bedroom in her apartment in central Texas, go to the couch.
She fell asleep, alone, on her own warm side, in the dim, in her own warm bed.
When the cardinal at six fifteen on Sunday morning in the gold-pre-dawn light, on the magnolia outside her own kitchen window — finally — sang —
— Ellie, in the pre-dawn light at six fifteen on a Sunday morning in early November, on her own warm side of her own warm bed, alone, in the gold-pre-dawn light, with the ring warm on the third finger of her own right hand and the warm bruise of the god of arrows at the small place under her own ear warm and the small bird on her left hipbone warm and the warm side of her own warm right shoulder warm and the small bone at the underside of her own sternum warm and the orange firelight of her own first Defiant Wife’s room of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979 in the new long room still burning and the dim glimpse of one dim figure on the warm pale sand of a beach she had not yet walked faintly, very steadily, on its own — waiting —
— did not get up.
She lay in her own warm bed, on her own warm side, alone, in the gray pre-dawn, on a Sunday morning in early November, with both her hands flat on the willful, deliberate, uncomplicated bruise of an enormous brown demigod’s enormous brown chest she had, the evening before, in her own room behind her sternum, on her own willful private decision — left on him* —
— and she said, in the gold-pre-dawn light of her own bedroom, with the cardinal in the magnolia outside her own kitchen window, softly, singing —
Next room.
The cardinal sang.
It sang the way the cardinal had sung for three years on the magnolia outside her kitchen window.
It sang, at six fifteen on a Sunday morning in early November, in the pre-dawn, in the long room behind a marked mortal woman’s sternum, in her own voice, on her own decision —
— brighter.
It would, for the rest of her forty years — every morning, deliberately — keep singing brighter.
She would, in time, in the room behind her sternum, on her own willful private decision, in her own warm voice — call the figure on the warm pale sand of the beach she had not yet walked.
She did not, on Sunday morning at six fifteen on the gold-pre-dawn light, yet know who the figure was.
She would, in time, find out.
She didn’t intend to find out quickly.
She lay on her own warm side of her own warm bed, alone, in the gray pre-dawn, behind her sternum, with the gold ring on her right hand and the orange firelight of her own first Defiant Wife’s room — burning, on its own, in her chest, with the dim glimpse of one dim figure on the warm pale sand of a beach she had not yet walked faintly, very steadily — waiting —
— and she didn’t on Sunday morning at six fifteen in the gray pre-dawn in early November, get up.
She listened to the cardinal sing.
She breathed.
She smiled, privately, fully, into her own warm pillow, in the gray pre-dawn — at the uncomplicated, willful, deliberate truth of the pulse, under her hands at the small bone at the underside of her own sternum, of the willful, deliberate, uncomplicated bruise the color of the inside of a pomegranate of the small bone at the underside of an enormous brown demigod’s bare chest she had, the evening before, in the orange firelight of her own first willful Defiant Wife’s room of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979, in her own room behind her sternum, on her own, in fifteen years of marriage, in twenty-seven years of the body that had been hers and only hers, finally —
— taken.
The cardinal sang.
It would, in time — for the rest of her forty years — keep singing brighter.
It would, for the rest of her forty years, also — on certain Saturday evenings in early November of her own first Defiant Wife’s room of an Indiana farmhouse in late August at sundown in 1979 — be slowly, deliberately, willfully, fully, on her own willful private decision, in her own warm voice, in the room —
— given a great deal of company.
The figure on the beach was waiting.
There were others, in the room behind her sternum, also waiting.
Ellie, in the gray pre-dawn, on her own warm side of her own warm bed, alone, in the room behind her sternum, with the gold ring on her right hand —
— was, finally, in no hurry.
The cardinal sang.
She would, in time.

Two days later, on a quiet Monday morning, Adrian came into her glass-walled office at eight forty-five with a printout of the Halcyon retention numbers in his hand and his cuffs rolled to the forearms.
He set the printout on her desk.
He set, also, a coffee cup beside it, with cinnamon in it.
He said, evenly, Ellie — these are the Q3 numbers. Look when you have a minute. I’m in my office.
He turned.
When he reached for the doorknob, his cuff slid back at the wrist — and the back of the watch she had, two weeks earlier on the carpet, registered without reading, was, in the gold morning light, toward her.
This time she looked.
The engraving was two short lines:
M. R. C.
1981 — 2009.
Adrian was, by his CV, by the diploma on the wall of the office down the hall, by the sworn references the firm had on file, born in 1989. The watch was older than his life would have allowed: no one who could plausibly have given it to Adrian Hale could have given it.
The watch was someone else’s.
He went out.
She didn’t, this morning, in her glass-walled office, call after him.
She sat down.
She opened her laptop.
She typed, in the search bar, the three letters and the year.
The third result was a 2009 news item from Albany. A man named Michael Reuben Conroy — thirty-eight at the time of his death — had been killed by an unknown attacker in the parking lot of his own apartment building on a Saturday night in late October. The case was unsolved. The article noted, in the third paragraph, that the man had been the subject of two open civil cases at the time of his death, one of them a class action by women who had worked at his agency in midtown Manhattan — a pattern of physical and sexual violence the firm had, for nine years, made go away.
Beside the article, there was a photograph of the dead man.
Ellie looked at the photograph for a long count of three.
Then she closed the browser.
She set both her hands, lightly, on the cool glass of her own desk.
She took the breath her grandmother taught her.
The thin gold ring of an older queen, on the third finger of her right hand, in the gold morning light at nine oh-six on a Monday morning in early November — in her chest — was very steady.
That morning, she didn’t walk down the corridor to Adrian’s office.
She did not, this morning, on the cool glass of her desk, do anything at all.
She picked up the printout.
She looked at the Halcyon retention numbers.
They were, in the gold morning light, good.
At ten thirty Marcus called her on the internal line. Ellie — there’s a man in the lobby asking about Mr. Hale. Says he’s an old colleague from New York. Won’t give a last name. Wants to know whether Mr. Hale’s available.
Ellie stood up.
She walked, on her own legs, down the corridor to reception.
The man in the lobby was sixty-something, well-cut blue suit, no rings.
He looked at her when she came around the corner.
His face was the face of a man who had, in two months, been looking for someone — and who had, on a Saturday night in late October at a dim Italian place on Fifty-fourth Street, seen him.
He said, evenly, I’m an old friend of Adrian’s. Just passing through. Thought I’d say hello.
Ellie held his eyes.
She said, evenly — in her own voice, with the thin gold ring of an older queen warm on the third finger of her right hand —
I’m sorry. Mr. Hale isn’t in this week. He’s at a client retreat outside Marfa. Cell service is poor. I’ll let him know you stopped by — if you’ll leave your name.
The man at reception looked at her for a count of three.
He smiled.
It was not a kind smile.
He said, Tell him Frank stopped by. He’ll know which Frank.
He went.
Marcus, at the desk, lifted his eyes when the front door closed.
Marcus didn’t ask anything.
Ellie walked, on her own legs, back down the corridor to her glass-walled office.
She closed the door.
She sat down at her desk.
She set her right hand on the cool glass.
The cardinal, three miles across the river, on the magnolia outside her own kitchen window — softly, in the new long room, in the gold morning light — sang.
Ellie — alone, in her glass-walled office, at ten thirty-eight on a Monday morning in early November, with the gold ring warm on the third finger of her right hand and all six marks of the gods on her body warm and cool at the same time and the orange firelight of her own first Defiant Wife’s room in the room behind her sternum still burning — had, on her own, on a Monday morning in early November — lied for him.
She did not, this morning, regret it.
She didn’t, this morning, plan to ask Adrian about the watch.
She did, however — behind her sternum — make a small new room.
The new room was quiet.
It was the room in which a marked mortal woman, in her own voice, on her own willful private decision, kept the secrets of the men she had decided, on her own, to keep.
It was the room she would, in the next year, share — for the first time — with someone whose name was not Adrian Hale.
The figure on the beach was waiting.
So, this morning, was the man at the long oval table.
Ellie picked up the phone.
She dialed Adrian’s extension.
He picked up on the second ring.
“Adrian.”
“Yes, Ellie.”
“There’s a man named Frank in the lobby looking for you. I told him you were at a client retreat outside Marfa. He left.”
He did not breathe for a count of three.
Then he did.
He said, quietly, Thank you, Ellie.
She said, evenly —
Whenever, Adrian. For the rest of my life. Whenever.
She hung up.
The cardinal, three miles across the river, on the magnolia outside her own kitchen window, in the gold morning light — sang.
It sang, this morning — for the first time in two months — not the way it had sung for three years on the magnolia outside her kitchen window.
It sang, on a Monday morning in early November, in her glass-walled office on the eighth floor of the Lavaca building, in her chest, in the new room she had, on her own, in the next year, just begun to build —
— a little louder.

The End — for now.
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