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The journey of this book in your hands is nearly as long a journey as the one Odysseus made, with just as many detours and delays.

It started on a rainy Sunday afternoon at my aunt’s house. My parents and aunt and uncle were out doing something—I have no idea what it was, I was only in seventh grade, and that was far longer ago than I want to remember. I was upstairs in the living room, and my boy cousins and brothers were downstairs, playing Slo-Mo, their name for indoor football played with exaggerated, slow-motion movements and great silliness. I finished whatever book I was reading and started flipping through the TV stations. I think we only had six in Northeast Ohio at that time. Yes, that long ago.

I found a movie with the stereotyped Ancient Greek costumes. I loved Greek mythology, so I stopped flipping channels and sat down to watch. I was hooked. Only years later did I realize that was Kirk Douglas in a mini-skirt.

That movie was Ulysses.

The next day I hit the junior high library to find out more. Our library had a wonderful translation of The Odyssey, and I devoured it.

Over the years, I daydreamed about Penelope’s side of the story. She must have done something besides sit at her loom and wait, right? Why would she wait twenty years for Odysseus to come home? Odysseus didn’t exactly have a stellar reputation. There are many stories of him that disagree with Homer’s version. Many stories ended badly for him, and Penelope didn’t come off any better than the other wives of the warrior kings. So what was the truth?

Well, since the entire story is fiction, whose truth matters?

The truth the storyteller wants to believe, and the truth the reader wants to believe.

Thanks for choosing to spend time in my version of this tale.

So how did my version come to be?

Many years later, I was telling some writing friends about my daydreaming, and my hope to someday write Penelope’s side of The Odyssey. They challenged me to do it, finally, at long last.

Everybody thank Barb and Jessi. Without them, you might not be reading this.

I went back to the library and did more reading and research and let the ideas stew for a while. I started writing just as the Gulf War broke out. Coincidence? (Y’know, Trojan War, Gulf War?) Maybe, maybe not.

The first place I sent the story, originally titled The Dark One (because Penelope was dark-haired, while her cousins, Helen of Troy and her treacherous sister were blonde), was to Ace Books. It sat for two years before being rejected, with my very first rejection letter that actually mentioned the title of the book, instead of the generic: Dear Author, thanks but this isn’t for us.

LTD Books originally published The Dark One. It came out only in ebook format. I still have a couple 3-1/2 inch disk copies of the book around here somewhere ...

When LTD closed their doors, Amber Quill Press picked up the book. I made some tweaks to the story and changed the title to The Dreamer’s Loom. When AQP closed their doors, the book went out of print. I thought about re-releasing it several times, but the timing didn’t seem right, and there were always other, new projects that had higher priority.

Until EPIC: The Musical came out, and the enthusiastic talk reached my ears. Maybe the fans would be interested in Penelope’s side of the story? (If you haven’t heard about or watched EPIC, you really need to do so. Look for it on YouTube. You’ll love it!)

And so here we are. A twenty-year journey for Penelope and her bard, until this book is now in your hands.

Thanks for taking the journey with us.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One



[image: ]




An owl hooted at noon, reminding Penelope of last night’s dream with a suddenness and intensity that tied knots in her belly. She stumbled and caught herself before she dropped the spear she carried.

“What ails you, boy?” her grandfather, Dymis muttered. The skeletal old man didn’t turn to look at her, but continued shuffling down the dirt path that ran through the patchy forest between his run-down estate and the village of Alybas.

“A stone moved under my foot.” Penelope barely heard herself as her searching gaze found the two men walking down the path toward them, coming from Alybas.

Just like in her dream last night. 

She shivered and thought a swift prayer to the Goddess in all her incarnations: Athena, Aphrodite, Hera, Artemis. Even as she worked through the litany, trying to ward off the tears she had cried in her dream, Penelope knew it was no use. Dreams were never given to allow her to change the future, only to prepare her to face it with strength and calm.

“Greetings, strangers,” Dymis called. He straightened up from his usual hunched posture, raked his palsied hands through the white strings of his hair and tugged his wrinkled, food-stained tunic into a semblance of dignity. 

He invited the two men to his home, offering the traditional hospitality as if he were still a rich man with over one hundred slaves and the barren fields beyond the forest were rich with grain, flocks, herds and vineyards. Penelope held herself still, as poised as if she stood before her uncle, the king of Sparta, and didn’t flinch when Dymis introduced her as his grandson, Dyvis.

Her uncle, Dyvis, had died when he was only a boy. When Penelope came to live with her grandfather and aunt five years ago, the resemblance between her and the dead boy had prompted Dymis to see her as a boy and name her Dyvis in turn. He refused to acknowledge she was a girl.

“Greetings, Dymis and Dyvis,” the taller of the two men said. He gave them a nod of respect and didn’t react at all to the strangeness of the old man’s words.

That meant the two strangers had stopped long enough in Alybas to hear about the harmless old madman who raised his granddaughter as if she were a boy.

“I am Kratos, and this is my fellow-servant, Anthinos. We have been sent by King Tyndareos of Sparta. Helen has at long last been rescued from King Theseus ... and the princess wishes to have the company of her beloved cousin.” Kratos’ blue eyes met Penelope’s gaze and he smiled slightly.

Helen had been rescued? Penelope kept her expression still, though her mind raced. Five years ago, Theseus had kidnapped her cousin. Tyndareos sent Penelope away to her mother’s home in Alybas to protect her, though she couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to kidnap her at that time. Her cousins and brother had good reason to call her “the little, dark one.” She had been small and vanished easily in the shadows in the palace of Sparta. Yes, she had grown in the last five years, but despite being a woman grown at fifteen, she could still easily pass for a thin boy of ten or eleven. What prince, even one hungry for power, would kidnap her?

Helen’s safe return home was good news. Or was it? Princes and kings had come to Sparta seeking to arrange a marriage when Helen was still a child. Penelope could imagine the confusion that filled the palace of Sparta now, with a flood of hopeful suitors descending to boast about their wealth, their kingdoms, and their worthiness to take Helen to wife. 

Everyone wanted and loved and adored Helen. Penelope sighed as her cousin’s perfect ivory and rose complexion, blue eyes and golden curls came to her mind's eye. Not that she resented Helen's beauty. She loved her cousin dearly, they two being closer in age than Penelope's older sister Iphthine, or Helen's sister Klytemaistra. But sometimes, even as a little child, Penelope had wearied of the world revolving around Helen.

“Thank Zeus, the girl is safely home,” Dymis said, nodding. His jaw continued moving, as if he chewed on the news. He clapped Penelope on the back, hard enough to make her stumble forward a step. “The king will find I have trained Dyvis well, so he will honor his family. But why does he need the boy?”

“Helen is surrounded by suitors. Tyndareos needs the boy’s presence to calm the disappointed princes,” Kratos said after a moment. He nodded to Penelope. “Sparta needs more princesses, to give in marriage and make peace among the Achaians.”

Penelope choked back a cry of protest. Kratos had just warned her of her fate.

Helen, the most beautiful woman in the world, reputed to be the daughter of Zeus, was safely home and now all the princes of all the kingdoms of Achaia wished to take her as bride. King Tyndareos would understandably fear the wrath of the disappointed suitors. Especially if they joined forces against him and Sparta. Penelope could understand that. She also understood from Kratos’ words that her uncle had sent for her to return to Sparta for one reason: she would be given in marriage as a peace offering, a sacrifice to soothe the anger of a disappointed prince and sway him to support Helen’s husband.

“I don’t want to leave Alybas,” she said, looking up at her grandfather. “You need me here. Who will hunt with you and help you tally your stores and command the slaves?”

A chill ran through Penelope as those words left her lips. Most of the slaves left in her grandfather’s household belonged to her. If she left Alybas, who would care for Dymis and her aunt, Bachan?

“Don’t be foolish, boy!” Dymis chortled. “It’s an honor to be called to serve in Sparta. You are going. No argument.”

The old man softened a little, as they hurried back to the household to warn her aunt and the slaves about their guests, who would follow them in another hour.

"I know it’s hard. Zeus bless you for your loyalty to an old man. The world is always changing, boy. Things aren't as easy as they used to be and that's good because it makes us strong. Women can't rule like in the old days, because death is stronger. They need men to protect them. Pity your aunt, though. She's not quite right in her mind." Dymis staggered and Penelope reached out to steady the old man. "See, boy, the women in our family come from a long line of priestesses. Your grandmother would have been a priestess, but she was never consecrated. She gave me two daughters and my son, who died young. I gave one daughter to Ikarios, brother to the king of Sparta – a proud day for me, that such a powerful man would want one of my daughters. But Bachan ... your aunt drove away every man who asked and now she's a lonely, bitter old virgin, filling my grandson's head with nonsense about the Goddess." He guffawed and clapped Penelope on the shoulder.

She nodded and smiled to placate the old man. Dymis thought his daughter insane. Bachan regarded her father with pity and sad amusement. The people of Alybas pitied Penelope of Sparta, living with the two strange old folks.

<><><><><>

Penelope helped her aunt serve the guests and listened as Kratos and Anthinos told Dymis about the conflicts and rumors in the rest of the Achaian-ruled world. The people of Ilion, Troy in particular, again caused trouble for merchants going through the straits of the Dardanelles. The winter had been unusually harsh for many of the island kingdoms. Such tales and gossip didn’t interest her much. Not when her entire life had been turned upside down and shaken.

But other bits of news did interest her. In particular, King Agamemnon of Mycenae now had three daughters. That interested Penelope and gave her food for thought, because her cousin, Klytemaistra was Agamemnon’s queen. She had been promised to another nobleman, Tantalos, but Agamemnon had been determined to have her. When gifts and bribery and cajolery hadn’t worked, he had threatened the man. Klytemaistra believed Agamemnon had killed Tantalos, when the man died during a skirmish with raiders. When Tyndareos gave Klytemaistra to Agamemnon, she had vowed never to give him sons. 

Penelope wondered if three daughters was her cousin’s means of revenge, or she had softened toward her husband in the last six years and was as frustrated as he by the lack of an heir.

That reminded her of the reason for the visitors in the household. Tyndareos was elder brother to Penelope's dead father, Ikarios. He had sent for Penelope to use her as a peace offering and buy Helen’s safety. She wondered if her uncle thought it was his only chance to get her married off. She had been referred to as the little, dark one all her childhood, so different from her golden sister and cousins; thin and small when they were tall and rounded and feminine even as children. Her brother, Ithios had been especially adept at making her feel unlovely.

Penelope vowed not to feel jealousy for Helen. After all, five years had brought changes in her body. She was no longer the thin, clumsy little cousin who made the others late. Penelope had grown strong, swift and taller, and Helen had always been kind to her. They had been friends. It was not Helen's fault that she was from birth the most beautiful woman in the known world.

Perhaps she should feel sorry for Helen, surrounded by dozens of warriors who wanted to own her like they owned their houses, their fields and flocks and herds. How much would her husband value Helen when she had given him a household full of children and had lost her youth and beauty and figure?

That thought occupied Penelope while she refilled the cups of wine for her grandfather’s guests and brought fresh bread to set on the low table between them.

Thinking of childbearing, of enduring a man’s touch and satisfying his hungers, made Penelope writhe inside. She didn’t want to suffer through such indignity. Her aunt had taught her the marriage bed was meant to be enjoyed by both man and woman, but Penelope knew she never would find pleasure. Not when she went to her husband’s bed and home against her will.

Klytemaistra had vowed not to give Agamemnon a son. Penelope would do the same. If she couldn’t defy her uncle, if she had to return to Sparta, if she would be given away like a horse or a jewel, she could at least take some power in her life. Bachan had taught Penelope all she knew of the old ways, when women led their households and served the Goddess. There were more than a dozen ways to prevent conception, to destroy a man’s lust, even to control if the child that was conceived was male or female. Sitting in the shadows of her grandfather’s house and listening to the visitors talk, Penelope vowed she would not be bred like a cow, even if she couldn’t avoid marriage.

After Dymis and his guests had eaten, Bachan, Penelope and the rest of the household sat down under a spreading tree behind the house to have their dinner. That was when Bachan informed the slaves of the coming change to their household. After all, most of them were Penelope’s property and would return to Sparta with her. 

First, there was Eurynome, her nurse, who fought fiercely for Penelope to be treated as a princess even here in rough, poor Alybas. One glimpse of Penelope hunting with her grandfather, carrying a spear, destroyed the respect won through moons of hard work.

After Eurynome was Dolios, the second slave assigned to Penelope at birth. The man had always been loyal, like a father to her. Aris, his wife, was a quiet, capable woman from Sikania. She could always be counted on for common sense when everyone else was frightened or furious and unable to think clearly in the middle of a crisis.

Their sons either pretended Penelope didn’t exist, or they teased her when adults weren't around. She believed the four boys were jealous. They spent their days plowing and tending animals, chopping wood, sweating and dirty, while she learned hunting and archery and knife play, and other lessons reserved for high-born sons.

Then there was their daughter, Melantho, two years older than Penelope. It was no secret she crept away to the woods every other night to sleep with her sweethearts. No secret to anyone but Dolios and Aris.

Penelope wondered what it was like to share a man's bed. Her loathing for the marriage soon to be forced on her did not dispel her curiosity. Melantho always came back rosy-cheeked and smiling from her trysts. Penelope couldn’t imagine the older girl doing anything that didn’t please her, so there had to be some good in letting a man take his pleasure with her body. If not for fear of Melantho's scorn, Penelope would have asked her for details long ago.

As expected, when she heard the news of their imminent departure, Melantho wailed, her eyes filled with tears and she jumped to her feet.

“I’m not going! Menander wants to marry me. He’s saving up to buy my freedom. You can’t take me away now.” She dropped to her knees next to Dolios. “Please, Father, tell her—” She cast a scowl over her shoulder at Penelope. “Make her leave me behind. She doesn’t need me.”

“Dolios,” Penelope began. Truthfully, she wouldn’t mind if she never saw Melantho’s face again. The older girl, rounded and lush, with golden curls and rosy cheeks, always made her feel tiny and unlovely.

“We are going, Princess.” Dolios nodded to her. “We are your household. Who will protect you and serve you in the palace of Sparta? It is our duty, and the gods will punish us if we neglect it.”

Melantho snarled and leaped to her feet and scurried away. Penelope didn’t doubt the girl would run off to meet and cavort under the stars with a sweetheart or two. Whoever she could persuade to help her hide or run away. Menander was known as an upright and honorable man, so he was unlikely to resort to theft. Unless Melantho had him under her thrall like so many other village boys.

Penelope wished she could dare take the same tactic. Not cavort with every village boy who wanted a kiss and a few sweaty moments in the shadows, but to hide. Run away. Take the risk to control the rest of her life.

Why not? That thought returned to her several times while cleaning up the house for the evening and settling down to sleep on her pallet in her aunt’s small weaving room. Why couldn’t she pretend to be a boy and run away? She was good with spear and sling. She could cut her hair and bind her negligible breasts and pray no one noticed the new curves to her hips and bottom. Why couldn’t her body have stayed thin like a stick? Why did it have to betray her and start to blossom into womanhood this winter past? Penelope knew if she ran away now, she wouldn’t get very far before some discerning eye saw past her disguise.

She might be even worse off than before, captured by a brute who wouldn’t know she was a princess. She could be raped, beaten, sold as a slave. Dozens of dire fates awaited her.

Still, the thought of taking her freedom and the attendant risks kept her far from sleep. Finally, Penelope had to get up and leave the little weaving room and slip outside with her lap loom, to try to weave by moonlight and calm herself.

At least she wouldn’t dream.

She fought the urge to fling her loom down to the ground in bitter disappointment. What was the use of having dreams that gave her glimpses of the future when those tiny slivers of foresight were too small to do her any good? Why couldn’t her dreams have warned her how to escape this fate, instead of just showing her coming trouble?

Wings fluttered, sounding close enough to be just above her head. Penelope slowly tipped her head back, expecting to look up into the huge, dark eyes of an owl. She saw nothing. A heartbeat later, an owl hooted, making her jump. She closed her eyes.

“Athena, Aphrodite, Hera, Demeter ... Goddess, whichever face and name you wear, help me. I do not wish to leave. Alybas is my home, not Sparta,” Penelope whispered.

“But there is nothing here for you, child,” Bachan said, causing Penelope to jump again. She smiled sadly and stepped out into the night. The moonlight turned her silver-streaked black hair into a softly gleaming crown and hid her many wrinkles. “Sparta is your destiny.”

“This is my home.”

“This is a hiding place, nothing more. The Goddess speaks to you in dreams. You have a destiny, a duty.” She skimmed one finger across the top of the small ivory loom sitting neglected in the girl’s lap. “You have your own special threads to put into the cloth of time. Who can tell what damage will be done to the entire weaving if you do not put those threads in, as the Goddess decrees?”

“Who will take care of you when I am gone? There will only be the pig boy and old Bithia and Grandfather with you.”

“I will not need much. A goodly number of people in Alybas, men and women, still worship the Goddess in the old ways. They will watch over me.” Bachan paused to smooth stray strands of fine hair off the girl's high, wide forehead and smiled. "Ah, but who will be so hungry to learn the old ways, when you are gone? That is my only regret in sending you away to your destiny and glory.”

Penelope nodded, though she didn't want to ever leave Alybas, rough and isolated as it was. The old ways were still followed here; the rest of Achaia worshipped male gods, with the many faces of the Goddess subordinated to the roles of chattel and pleasure toy, mocked and punished when they did not submit to neglect and injustice, with their powers stolen or diluted. Girls were discouraged from worshipping only the Goddess. When a girl became a bride, she left her mother's home instead of bringing her husband to dwell where she had been born. Fathers chose husbands and brides and named their children. Mothers were the source of life, yet had no say in the lives they created.

"Serve the Goddess wherever you go," Bachan whispered.

"Under what name?” Penelope leaned forward, elbows on her knees, resting her chin on her folded hands.

"You must decide. The Goddess is different to each woman who serves her, I think." 

The quiet changed. Penelope lifted her head and listened. She shivered and blamed the nightmares that kept her from sleep. For many nights now, she had awakened from scattered images of wars between kings who were now friends. She hated the dreams that seemed more real than the loom pressing into her lap.

"Aunt ... I want to be a priestess, not marry a warrior prince. I want to stay virgin and serve the Goddess."

"What nonsense is this?" She laughed, but Penelope didn't think her aunt mocked her. "A woman's power is that of life, of serving the Goddess in creating new life and sustaining it. Men chose the illusion of power that comes with fighting, division and death. Women fight that cold pull to the land of shadows. Only women can redeem men through loving them and giving more life to the world. The old ways are gone, Penelope. That does not mean, however, that we must accept the world as men shape it. There is still much that women can and must do. We are the bearers of hope, of life. Do not deny the power residing in your body and soul. You were born for a reason, as every woman is born for a reason." 

She reached out to touch the girl's cheek and they sat in silence as the gloom turned into the pearly, soft light before true dawn. Penelope heard an owl hoot, several soft, soothing notes in a row. She dared to hope the Goddess added her song of comfort to Bachan’s words.

Still, it was hard.

Why had she hesitated? If she had dared to act, to snatch up food, her spear and sling, to cut her hair and slip away into the darkness, she could be halfway to the shore by now. Penelope cursed herself for a coward and vowed yet again she would take all the power she could catch in her two small hands. She would control her life, however much she could keep safe from her uncle, from her guards, from the nameless, faceless prince who would drag her into his bed and home.

If only she could be heartless and self-centered like Melantho and enjoy life without fearing the punishments the Goddess exacted on those who lived for evil.

<><><><><>

When she went to wake her grandfather with a cup of warmed, spiced wine to start the day, Penelope found him dead with a soft smile on his face. She comforted herself with the knowledge that he had spent his dotage happy, training his grandson. Dymis had been proud that she would go to Sparta to serve the king. Perhaps that was why he smiled when he crossed the dark river to the shadowlands.

Penelope had little enough to smile about in the days that followed.

Kratos and Anthinos hurried the household through the funeral rites. Penelope wanted to stay several days, to properly mourn Dymis. She wanted to sit in silence with his body at least until afternoon, to speak to his departing spirit and be sure he knew his family loved him. Fury made her belly burn, when the two Spartans took over and she was shoved to the side, forced to sit idle and watch her grandfather’s funeral rites assembled with unseemly haste.

Kratos used Tyndareos’ gold to hire mourners, who created an outcry that likely frightened away Dymis’ spirit before his family could make their farewells. He paid for a lavish feast, which neither Bachan nor Penelope cared to taste. He bought expensive oils and spices to throw on the funeral pyre, and an elaborate weaving for Dymis’ funeral shroud. The two invaders lit the funeral pyre that evening, in Tyndareos’ name, claiming they did it to honor the old man, instead of letting his daughter and granddaughter perform the rite, almost before the body was decently cold. 

Penelope reminded herself that Dymis had wanted her to return to Sparta. His pride in her, his joy, was the only thing that kept her from lifting the gaudily painted urn containing her grandfather’s ashes and heaving it across the room. That, and the smirk of triumph on Melantho’s lush lips. Penelope contained her anger because she knew it would please her slave to know she was unhappy. Melantho was the sort who enjoyed making others suffer when she had been frustrated or punished. Penelope refused to be like her.

So, to please her grandfather and to take away Melantho’s bitter triumph, Penelope composed her face and kept her voice calm and pretended she didn’t feel the heart-rending despair and anger that consumed her whenever she thought of Sparta.

That did not mean, however, that she would stay where her guardians put her at the end of the journey, or she would meekly accept her fate.

When the small company walked through the gates of the decrepit household at dawn the next morning, Penelope didn’t look back. Her aunt had told her not to. She comforted herself with the knowledge that Bachan didn’t have Dymis to worry about any longer, and she would indeed be taken care of by the villagers who still worshipped the Goddess. Her aunt would be well.

“Goddess, show me the way,” Penelope whispered, as the village vanished behind the last shallow hill. She turned her face to the horizon and the distant sea and walked forward into her future.

<><><><><>

As the black-keeled merchant ship rounded the last outcropping of rock, four days later, the wind caught at the veil covering Penelope’s waist-length dark hair and tugged more strands free of her braids. She stood up from her place in the prow, which let her feel as if she guided the ship. The wind yanked harder at her veil, tugging it free of the pins holding it fast to her braids. Penelope snatched impatiently at the recalcitrant veil and twisted it through her belt. She leaned forward, laughing silently at the wind's attempts to blind her as she watched for the first sign of the docks at sandy Pylos.

It amused her how much enjoyment she found in a trip she had loathed beforehand. This trip, in fair spring weather across friendly seas, made a delightful surprise. Penelope wished she could stay on the merchant ship forever and never touch her feet to land again.

Even if she could not control her future, she would let nothing destroy her enjoyment of the present moment.

Penelope turned in her narrow perch and leaned her back against the rail. She twisted a strand of wind-loosened hair behind her ear and grimaced at the thought of what Eurynome would say to her.

"A maiden of fifteen and soon to find a husband does not run about with her hair loose like a street beggar," Penelope murmured. Her voice took on Eurynome's cracked tones. All the cousins had the trick of mimicking voices perfectly. Helen was the best of the four girls.

Penelope shook her head, vowing once again not to think about the people and duties awaiting her in the palace of Sparta. She leaned over the opposite railing and strained her eyes against the glare of light on the splashing waves. She wanted to see Pylos before the sailors did. 

King Nestor had been kind to her five years before when she passed through his city. He had given her honey cakes and her ivory lap loom as a traveling present. Penelope had been delighted and awed that the well-loved king of Pylos had known how much she loved to make pictures in her weaving. The larger looms took too much time and were reserved for cloth for the household. The tiny loom, almost a toy, was perfect for the pictures she recreated from her dreams. She had dared to hug and kiss the man. He had laughed and vowed he would stand witness at her wedding feast to a great king.

Penelope hoped Nestor would be pleased with how she had grown. Maybe he would tell her another story of her father if her companions stopped long enough in Pylos, before taking horses and carts for Sparta.

And yet, for all the excitement of returning to Sparta, Penelope's heart still ached in longing for Alybas.

A shout rose from the merchant, at the ship’s stern, controlling the rudder. Two near-naked sailors climbed the mast to lower the square sail of woven reeds, reinforced with leather.

Penelope smiled, remembering how the merchant had indulged her every question during the voyage. She had tried to stay out of his way, but still asked about the ship whenever he had a spare moment to pause and look around. The merchant who took her from Pylos five years ago had used a smaller sail of cloth. Penelope wanted to know why the difference in sails, and this merchant had explained the advantages of a reed sail, then went on to tell her little details of reading the sky and waves; the mechanics in using a rudder; why sometimes the merchant ship used both the oars and the sail; and a hundred other details.

Penelope leaned further over the railing, so she could see the white splashing diamonds of water as they hit the black keel of the ship. She wished she could follow her first plan, disguise herself as a boy and run away. Had she learned enough from the merchant and the sailors to earn a living on board a ship? That might be a pleasant life. But the sailors spent their days wearing little more than a loincloth, and how long could she pass as a boy without taking off her tunic like the others? Her body had blossomed enough to betray her, but not enough to make her desirable.

If her father were still alive, would he have let her stay in Alybas? Penelope barely remembered Ikarios. People said Ithios, her brother resembled him only in his face. Her brother scorned their father's talent of making beauty from bits of wood and metal. She reached up and touched the pin hidden inside the neck of her dress. Surely a man who could make such beauty would have listened to his daughter's pleas, would have wanted her to be happy.

The pin, made to look like a hound strangling a hare when closed, was a gift from her father to Dymis. The old man gave it to Penelope a year ago when he thought he might be dying and told her it would bring blessings and safety. She hoped the old man had not been raving. She needed blessings in her new life.

"Penelope." Eurynome stood below her perch. "We're coming in to land."

"I know." She turned and climbed down, balancing on the thin ledge of wood, gripping with her bare toes. Penelope smiled up at her nurse when she reached the lower deck. "Yes, I will put on my sandals now. It is time to be a proper maiden and not a sailor urchin."

"Child, what will your family think of you?" the woman said with a sigh. She smiled, wiping away the frown of worry and disapproval she wore like a badge of office. 

Eurynome's light hair hid the silvering of years, but her thickening figure and the lines around her eyes betrayed her. She had been with Penelope since her mother died in childbirth and had the right to scold and correct the royal daughter.

"Please don't be cross," the girl whispered, stretching up on her tiptoes to hug the woman. "My balance is better if I go barefoot," she added with an impish smile.

"There is a different balance to maintain in Sparta," the woman said. They moved to the back of the ship, to the merchant's hold and their traveling quarters.

"I know. Aunt told me." She held herself stiff against a piercing loneliness for her aunt, left all alone.

"She will be well. Iphthine's home is near Alybas. She can send servants to Bachan or bring her to Pherai if she has need," Eurynome said.

"How do you always know what I think?" Penelope smiled. She kept her voice small and quiet, to avoid being overheard as they passed the scurrying sailors.

"Your face has grown too open. School it into care and secrecy as your aunt taught you," the woman returned.

She squeezed Penelope's shoulder as they entered the shelter of the hold. Aris and her daughter packed their possessions to disembark. Dolios and his sons helped the merchant's men unload the ship, as the price of their passage. Kratos and Anthinos would leave the ship as soon as it touched the shore, to look for their escort. Penelope didn’t like either of her uncle’s trusted servants. After the unseemly haste of her grandfather’s funeral, they wouldn’t answer her questions and spent most of their time by themselves, as if they were too important to speak with sailors, slaves or princess.

Penelope sat on the narrow bench built against the wall of the hold and watched her servants work. It was a matter of moments to gather up the rugs, the baskets of fruit, the skin of wine, the bread and other food. She watched Melantho, envying her full curves and golden hair that glowed even when sunlight didn't touch it. She had full, red lips the village boys in Alybas had pronounced sweeter than honey cakes. Her eyes were a blue that reflected the sun, not dark pools like Penelope's, to swallow and hide her thoughts and feelings.

She wondered if Melantho had ever envied her. She knew the older girl resented returning to Sparta. Several village men had offered for her when they heard Penelope returned to Sparta. Dolios had refused, saying their duty demanded they all go.

Bachan had said often, teasing and affectionate, that Penelope asked more questions, thought more deeply than the oracles and priests. Lost now in her thoughts, Penelope didn't realize they had reached Pylos until the ship lurched, the keel touching sandy bottom. She caught at the bench to keep from toppling.

Sailor voices broke the clatter of ropes and wooden winches and the singing of wind and surf against the ship. Penelope stayed in the hold, knowing she would be underfoot during the unloading. She closed her eyes, taking in every last sensation. The splash of the plank as it hit the surf and wet sand. The clatter as another plank went down on top of it, connecting it with the shallow docks of Pylos. The piercing, strong voices of sailors hailing the newcomers. She heard snatches of news, shouted from one ship to another, or ship to shore. The wind had never smelled more alive and fresh than at that moment, when she would go inland again.

Time to return from her dreams and wishes to reality.

Once she had stepped onto the docks and out of the shadow of the ship, Penelope saw the three long, cushioned carts waiting for her company, and the soldiers Kratos and Anthinos had gone to seek. She schooled her face into calm, though longing to laugh aloud. Melantho smothered a giggle behind her hand. King Tyndareos had sent a company of ten lightly armed, aging men who had seen far better days.

Their leader, a graying, stout man saluted Kratos, then bowed to Penelope. He gave orders in a crisp, barking voice. Three men put down their spears and helped Dolios and his sons fetch Penelope's belongings.

Eurynome confronted the leader and asked him about conditions on the road, the atmosphere at the palace, and how long the journey would take. Penelope sat on a little bench in the shade of a statue to Poseidon. That nasty glint in Melantho’s eyes prompted her to check the basket of her personal items. It only took a few moments to discover her doll was missing.

Penelope had always been sure to put the little doll carved from olive wood back into the basket, underneath everything else so it wasn’t in clear view. To tempt someone to carry out an easy nasty trick. 

Perhaps it was silly to be so concerned about a toy. Especially when that concern gave Melantho some power over her. After all, a girl of fifteen was ready to marry, with no need or time for toys. But Ikarios had made the doll with dark eyes and dark hair to look like Penelope, just a few moons before he died in the boar hunt. It was a talisman, a promise for the future. She needed it, if only to hold in the dark watches of the night and dream.

She heard a snicker and barely stopped herself from turning to look. Penelope knew too well the sound of Melantho enjoying the fruits of another nasty trick. She schooled her face into calm and unclenched her hands, refusing to give her nasty slave any satisfaction.

Her doll wasn’t missing, she knew now. How often had Melantho mocked her in whispers for playing with dolls when she was nearly on the threshold of her bridal chamber? The older girl had done it to punish Penelope. Hadn’t she played similar nasty tricks in the past, in retribution for every imagined slight and injustice? Melantho had stolen the doll. Complaining or making accusations would do no good, because both Eurynome and Dolios would comment on how she was too old for dolls, and after they punished Melantho she would be even nastier.

Where would her disgruntled slave put it? Penelope turned and looked directly at the merchant’s ship. It would set sail once the new cargo had been loaded. If it left before she got someone to search the ship, she would never see her doll again.

Penelope considered accusing Melantho in front of witnesses, and maybe asking if they could put her in the slave market right here in Pylos before they headed out to travel to Sparta. That would pay Melantho back, give her a momentary scare. At least, before she realized that threat wouldn’t be acted on. But that would use up precious time. Eurynome or Dolios would most likely insist Melantho go back to the ship to retrieve the doll. The girl would flirt with a sailor or two and deliberately waste time until she didn’t have a chance to get on board. The ship would depart with the doll still hidden inside it.

Far easier, Penelope knew, to retrieve the doll herself. Melantho would be disappointed if she got no reaction to her nasty trick. What use was revenge if the victim showed no pain and acted as if she didn’t care?

Yes, far easier to retrieve the doll herself and frustrate Melantho with her silence.

Penelope wished yet again that Dolios had left his daughter behind in Alybas. Life would be far sweeter and more peaceful without Melantho. Bachan would put up with no laziness or whining or disrespect, and no one would be there to protect the girl from well-earned punishment.

She went quietly back to the ship, slipping between the guards and the sailors and merchants busily moving between ships and docks. She ran up the plank to the ship, imagining she once more felt the motion of the sea. She would miss the ship. The dark-eyed ship was a friend, the slap of the water against its prow a voice that spoke to her. It sang her to sleep and filled her dreams and made them happy. Penelope wondered if she dared hope an island prince would ask for her and take her to his home in a ship like this. Perhaps he would share his love for the sea with his bride? She had loved the journey, walking the bobbing deck, feeling the sea breezes tugging at her hair.

"Enough foolishness," Penelope whispered as she found the empty corner of the hold where she had spent the journey when not on deck. Deep in the shadows, her carved doll waited patiently. Small enough to hide in both hands, it was golden in the sunlight, as sacred to her as the prayers she had learned to make to Aphrodite the day she entered womanhood. 

Penelope took a deep breath and faced the truth before she took another step from the dark, echoing hold. She would do well to give up her dreams and prepare for whatever the Fates decreed. She was dependent on her uncle's favor and would do as Tyndareos decreed, whether she liked it or not. She owed service to Tyndareos and to Sparta. There would be many disappointed men of noble bloodlines, the day Helen became a bride. Penelope would be a peace offering for a powerful, unhappy ally. She would walk before the princes with Helen and hope some powerful, influential prince would see her and want her.

Want her more than he wanted Helen? Penelope knew that was impossible.

"Like expecting a man to see a dark bowl in a dark room after gazing into the sun," she murmured as she descended the plank. 

What did she have to attract a man’s interest and hunger? Small breasts waiting to fill out, and the slim hips and height of a child. What man would want her before her growth finished?

She shook her head to clear it of such thoughts as she returned to solid ground. Penelope slipped between the narrow aisles of bales and baskets from the merchant ships. She hoped to return to her place before Eurynome realized she had vanished. Her nurse would scold her like a child half her age. She watched her feet, to avoid tripping as she hurried.

A shadow crossed her path, a bird shape over her head. Penelope stopped when she felt the brush of wings against her hair. She looked up and thought she saw snowy silver feathers, round eyes and the thick wings of an owl. She shivered as the bird disappeared into the glare of the sun. She caught her foot on something as she stepped out from behind a stack of bales and stopped to check her stubbed toe when she heard voices, two men talking.

Two sets of sandal-clad feet moved into her sight and blocked her way. Penelope followed the line of sight, up bronzed, muscular legs, to white tunics embroidered with purple and gold, and jeweled armbands on hairy, muscled arms. Golden chains and pins and purple cloaks marked both men as princes. She studied them as they talked. The larger man tried to talk the other into staying in Sparta. One had come to Pylos to check on his ship to prepare to leave. Penelope wondered which ship was his. Then the men turned and saw her.

One was of stocky build, with wide shoulders, dark red hair that burned like coals in the sun, gray eyes and a laughing face. He smiled at her, eyes sparkling with life and mischief, and she couldn't help but smile back.

The other was dark, his golden skin pale against black hair and eyes. A giant of a man, his muscles strained against his tunic. Penelope noticed food stains on his clothes. He smiled as well, but with mockery.

"Tell me, little one." The black-haired one dropped to one knee to look her in the eye. The action generated sharp dislike in her. She didn't like being reminded how small she was. "Tell me, where are you going with that toy?"

"It is a keepsake of my mistress," Penelope said. 

She thought a prayer of thanks to the Goddess for the lie, and gestured beyond the bales and baskets, where she could see waving spear points and hear rising voices. Eurynome called her name. Someone had noticed she had disappeared.

"Mistress?" He looked around.

"Aias, don't you listen to anything but praises for Helen?" the fiery one said. His smile included Penelope in a joke she didn't understand. "Penelope, daughter of Ikarios and sister of your friend, Ithios, is coming home to Sparta. Which you would have known if you talked to Kastor or Polydeukes more often. I heard Helen asked for her cousin to return. To relieve the boredom of our company," he added, his voice taking on a mocking drawl. He winked at Penelope and nodded toward an opening in the maze of bales and baskets around them.

She understood and darted away when Aias' attention left her. As she ran, she heard the giant scold the red one for letting her escape. The other just laughed.

"Your taste for tormenting and seducing servant girls is going to get you in trouble some day, my friend," he said. "Forget her."

"Where are you going now?" Aias called.

"Back to Sparta. I've decided you're right. Tyndareos' hospitality is not something to leave so easily." He laughed, his voice fading as Penelope left the men behind.

"Odysseus, my friend, you always see profit for yourself in anything." Aias laughed, his voice a harsh bellow. "I think you were kind to the servant girl so Penelope would speak kindly of you to Helen."

"Perhaps."

Then their voices faded completely and Penelope reached Eurynome. The fiery one was called Odysseus. His eyes, that moment of understanding between them, his help in escaping Aias filled her thoughts, so she barely heard her nurse scolding her for running off. 
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Chapter Two
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Late in the evening, two days later.

Penelope drew her veil over her face and settled back against the railing of the cart. She couldn't find a spot on her body the bumping and bouncing from the uneven ground hadn't bruised. Except for her short encounter with Aias and Odysseus, Penelope felt only disappointment in her journey from the moment her sandals touched ground two days before. 

Her first complaint: Kratos turned aside an invitation from King Nestor to refresh themselves at his palace. Penelope had waited for a servant to come to the docks with an invitation from the aging king. She waited until they were in the carts, bouncing along the sandy road away from Pylos, before speaking. Eurynome gently scolded and said girls who wandered missed all the news. King Nestor had invited Penelope to visit, but King Tyndareos wanted his niece in Sparta as soon as possible. The ship had made landfall half a day later than expected. Their traveling party and escort left Pylos immediately and traveled until after sunset before making camp. Then they rolled out of their blankets to return to the carts at dawn's first light, and passed around bread and a skin of wine to break their fast once they had started moving.

Penelope had to wonder if some danger or just a threat had prompted her uncle to be so insistent on her rapid return.

It was past nightfall now, their second day of travel, and they were still on the road. They lost hours over a wheel that had slipped off its axle. If they did not arrive soon, the king might send people looking for them.

Penelope had nearly laughed, when she overheard Anthinos mention the possibility to Dolios. Surely her uncle didn’t fear someone would kidnap her. The little, dark one would never be kidnapped, like Helen. No king would kill to have her, like Klytemaistra.

She shivered and hugged her cloak a little closer around her shoulders. Her face and hair felt gritty and oily, desperately in need of a long bath and perfuming. She felt burned, rough patches on her nose and cheeks where the harsh light of the plain had touched her before she used her veil.

She wondered about her uncle's specific instructions. Tyndareos ruled with wisdom and honesty. His people obeyed through adoration, not fear. Sometimes, though, they went to extremes in interpreting his wishes. She felt it far more likely someone went too far in their diligent obedience.

"There it is," Dolios said, touching her shoulder. Penelope pushed with her cramped legs, to stand up halfway in the cart. She caught a smear of light and the blocky shadows of buildings as the road dipped into a shallow valley and the trees slid back from the road. The man smiled at her and stepped up his pace. He had insisted on walking beside her the whole way, carrying a borrowed spear and keeping the stride and rhythm of the guards. Penelope wondered if he was glad to be home in Sparta. Or was he just glad for her? Eurynome had been in unusually good humor ever since the summons to return to Sparta, and the improvement in Penelope’s fortunes. Did Dolios think the same? She had overheard Melantho complain once that Dolios loved Penelope better than his own daughter.

"Soft beds and decent baths," Penelope murmured. She scrubbed at her face with the edge of her veil, not caring that it would show stains in morning light. She had to have a clean face and neat hair to present to whoever would greet them.

Her aching back and legs, the gritty discomfort and the chill penetrating her cloak increased after seeing the lights of Sparta. Penelope held her tongue and listened to the chatter that sprang from the guards. It amused her a little that they spoke easily with Dolios, Aris, and their sons; openly flirted with Melantho; spoke to Eurynome with respect; yet feared to address her, a maiden of no threat to trained warriors. Along the way, she had tried to start a conversation with the youngest guard, a man of about twenty-six or seven who walked with a limp. He had answered her questions with mumbles, nods, or shakes of his head and never dared to look her in the face.

When the road finally changed from dirt to stone paving that made the wheels rumble, Penelope bit back a cheer. Their company went the long way around, by the river, to come up through the palace grounds instead of through the city. The trees gave way to painted walls that reflected the torchlight. She knelt on the cushioned bench and tried to see around corners and over heads to catch the first glimpse of the palace proper.

She saw it first as a golden haze of light. Servants streamed out through doors carrying torches. Lystia, a cousin of Eurynome and housekeeper for Tyndareos, came down the steps last. She called orders to Aris, Dolios and Melantho before the carts came to a complete stop.

"Well, cousin?" the woman asked, as Dolios stepped up and helped Eurynome down from the cart.

"You tell me," the nurse responded. As one person, the two women turned to look at Penelope.

Penelope held herself tall and straight. She didn't meet their eyes, but neither did she turn away. Dolios squeezed her hand as he helped her down and she bit her lip to keep from smiling thanks for his encouragement. She felt the housekeeper studying her in the torchlight. Penelope concentrated on the courtyard of the palace of Tyndareos.

The stone was still golden, the arches and pillars still sky-reaching tall. She saw the brass-bound, oaken doors, the purple and gold tapestries visible through the open windows, the mosaics of purple, red, blue, gold, black and white tiles that lined the entryway floor. To her right lay the grand arch to enter the courtyard. To her left the other archway led to the stables and barracks. Behind her, the slave quarters and the archways that led to the plain and the river where she and her cousins played and swam under the watchful eyes of their nurses. Nothing had changed. Penelope heaved a sigh of contentment and nodded. Satisfied and comforted by the immutability of the palace of Sparta, she turned to face the scrutiny of Lystia.

"You are a pleasant, welcome sight for old eyes, young Penelope. Welcome home." Lystia's searching, judging glance changed to a warm smile. "A bath waits and your rooms have been aired and furnished. Do you require something to eat before going to bed?"

"No, thank you." Penelope felt a tired laugh pressing against her throat. How could she have forgotten? Lystia felt every ill could be cured with good cooking. "A bath and a bed that doesn't move are all I need for now." She nodded for the housekeeper to lead the way inside. Melantho hurried to catch up, her arms full of Penelope's belongings.

<><><><><>

Roses. Penelope's nose twitched as the perfume penetrated her sleep. Like pale, sweet wine, it cut through the sticky net of her dreams and helped her rise to full waking. She opened her eyes to a room full of sunlight and a haze of gold and blue perched on the side of her bed.

"Good morning and welcome home, cousin." The greeting came in a voice like the deeper notes of a flute.

Penelope blinked and the haze resolved into Helen. Her eyes were as blue as a mid-summer sky washed by the rain. Tiny white roses crowned her hair of gold touched with red. Two long braids hung on either side of her face, the rest a mass of curls down her back. She wore a blue dress that matched her eyes and complimented her ivory and rose skin. Penelope was pleased to note that though her bodice was tight, Helen had little more fullness under her clothes than her younger cousin.

"Helen." Penelope swallowed against the thickness in her throat. Lystia had insisted she eat bread and honey before going to bed. Her throat felt like the honey stayed to clog her voice. "I suppose I really am home."

"Of course you are. What a lovely time we'll have. I've been lonely." A teasing pout twisted Helen's perfect lips. "And soon we are to be married and separated. Come, get up! We must make use of the time we have!" Laughing, she tugged back on the blankets.

Penelope snatched at the blankets. It was one thing for Eurynome to pull away her covers to make her get up in the morning. For beautiful, womanly Helen to see the little, dark one without any clothes was a weakness Penelope didn't want to face. She missed the blankets and had to content herself with sitting up and letting her long hair cover her. If she hunched her shoulders, it turned into a garment hanging past her hips.

"Penelope!" Helen's voice lost its teasing. She sat on the side of the bed to hug her cousin. "You've grown up!" 

"Not much," she couldn't resist saying.

"You have no mirrors in Alybas?" The older girl laughed. "How beautiful you are! You'll steal my suitors—for which I will be grateful. Good morning, Eurynome." She stood as the nurse entered the room.

Penelope swallowed her sigh and smile of relief at her nurse's entrance. She had forgotten how like a bubbling fountain Helen could be. The door to her room creaked on its leather hinges, but Helen had been talking so much, and so fast, she hadn't heard.

"I know you told me not to awaken Penelope, but she was waking already. I waited until she started to move, just like you told me." Helen swept across the room, her skirts flying behind her. She brushed a kiss on the nurse's cheek and fluttered through the door. "Hurry and dress. There is so much to do today." And she was gone.

"Like a chirping bird, all day long," Eurynome said, her smile holding a wry twist. She carried a tray with wine, bread and honey, and figs. "Come, it is true you should be up and moving. We let you sleep late because of our long journey." She set the tray down on the little table next to the window.

"Helen makes me feel I am the elder." Penelope stood, tugged on a plain, beltless tunic and followed Eurynome to the table. The women's gardens sat below her window, a maze of colors and paths, bright this spring morning.

"That one needs a husband to guide her." The nurse went back to Penelope's bed and straightened the blankets as the girl ate. "If Theseus had not vanished with his idiot friend on that mysterious quest of theirs, they should have let her stay and marry him, though he was old enough to be her grandfather. He had the experience to handle her."

"You've been talking this morning," Penelope said, peeling the outer skin off her first fig.

"Indeed I have." The woman chuckled. "I suppose you want to know if I have learned anything about your two princes."

"They're not mine. I merely wish to know who I met." Penelope blamed the warmth in her face on the sun slanting through the window.

"Aias is called the Lesser—can you believe it? That is because Aias the son of Telemon was here first. He only has his prowess as a warrior to speak for him, no great bloodlines or lands to recommend him to the king. Though he carries off enough riches to take care of any well-born girl, his eating uses up those riches quickly." Eurynome chuckled again. "Odysseus is the son of Laertes, king of Ithaka. That's the leader of the cluster of islands to the west and north. We probably passed by them on our voyage. He's known among the suitors for his quick mind and among the servants for his gentle manners. He's a favorite here."

"Do they think he will win Helen?"

"Ithaka isn't rich enough for Tyndareos. And Menelaos, brother of Agamemnon, is here. It would be good if both brothers were tied to our southern cities by marriage." Eurynome began pulling dresses out of a chest at the end of the bed. "Come. Your uncle had new dresses made for you. We must choose which to wear when you see him."

"When?" Penelope hastily chewed on the last of the bread, licking the honey off her fingers.

"At the evening meal. He spends the morning in the megaron with the suitors, talking and testing them. Then they go to the plain with your cousins and prove how strong and skilled they are with their everlasting games, giving the king some peace to rule his land. You and Helen are both commanded to join him at the high table." Eurynome paused, giving emphasis to her next words. "It's said the king is not being difficult in deciding the best man for Helen, but he hesitates out of fear."

"Fear?" Penelope whispered the word, as if the walls would repeat the conversation to her uncle. "I've never known him to fear anything, except us being kidnapped.”

"That's just it. While she is here, within his walls, Helen is safe. It took Kastor and Polydeukes four years to bring their sister home. The king is worried Helen's husband will be attacked by the disappointed suitors."

"I am home now to calm a prince and swing him to support Helen's husband and my uncle." Penelope shrugged. It was no more than she expected.

"Even Helen is not as valuable to the king as the peace and security of Sparta," Eurynome said. She shook her head, a momentary flicker of sadness making her look years older. "Come, look at these beautiful dresses. Tonight, you must look your best when your future husband first sees you."

Penelope held back the unladylike snort of disbelief she had learned from her grandfather. She doubted her chance of being noticed while in Helen's company.

"Did you notice Helen?" she said as Eurynome helped her try on the first dress; pale green with blue trimmings.

"How can anyone help but notice that one?"

"For some reason, I thought she would be ... more full." Penelope gestured, accenting her hips and breasts. Eurynome eyed her as if she had never seen the girl before.

"And why should Helen—or you—want to be heavy like a woman with ten children?" She caught Penelope's chin in her hand and made the girl look her in the eye. "Is that the problem? Your shape? We spent four years too many in the northlands, I can see. Your ideas of beauty are twisted, child. Up there, all they care about is the breeding potential of their women. 

"You are no peasant. You have more to offer a man than just children. Thanks to your grandfather and aunt, you can manage any estate and see past the dealings of the most thieving steward. You weave like a goddess taught you. Your singing voice is sweet enough to make a man cry for joy.

"And your mind ... it's a pity you may only let the suitors stare at you. You could match wits with them in their riddles and stories."

"Match wits with the princes of Achaia?" Penelope's mind spun with delight at the idea. Then she laughed. "I would grow fumbling wits and lose my voice in a moment."

"Perhaps." The woman nodded and closed the clasps on the shoulders of the dress. "If I had known what bothered you, we could have talked sooner. If you want larger breasts and wider hips, you will have them when you've borne a child or two. Girl, listen to me and listen well. Your husband will love you at first for your body and the pleasure you give him in bed. Then he will love you for the children you bear for him. Later, when you no longer have a girl's figure and it has filled out more than you wanted—" She paused, a teasing twinkle in her eyes. "—he will love you for how well you raised his children and how well you manage his home. By then, he will notice your other fine qualities and love you for them as well." 

"Men are very changeable," Penelope murmured, gazing off into the distance. She didn't see the gardens and plains beyond her window, but her own tumbling thoughts. “Can it be good for us that they are so slow to see?”

The woman shrugged. "That is the way they are, and we women must live with it."

<><><><><>

Penelope searched for a glimpse of dark red hair as she and Helen passed the half-open door of the megaron. The voices of men, raised in talk and laughter, rumbled into the very stones of the palace. It was a happy, strong, alive sound. Still, she shivered as it brought back a fragment of a dream that had frightened her each time she remembered it.

Men, gathered in a lesser palace, waiting for a bride who would not come to them. Death hovered in the high beams of the ceiling but none of them could see it or feel its cold breath.

"Penelope?" Helen frowned at her, puzzled.

"Just remembering." She hurried to catch up with her cousin. When they were children, Penelope had felt they were the same age, taking care of each other. Now, she truly did feel the elder, though Helen was five years her senior.

"Remembering what?" the other wanted to know, when they and their maids had walked around two corners, taking them far from the megaron.

"The last time I saw Uncle on his throne, he summoned me to explain the fuss in the night. That you were gone and I was going to Alybas. I suppose the next time I go in there ....” She refused to finish the thought.

"It will be to learn who you are to marry," Helen said, a sunny smile and a bright giggle escaping her. "I'll speak to him. Perhaps we can be married at the same ceremony."

Penelope held her tongue, merely nodding and smiling. She wondered what Melantho and Helen's maid thought about the conversation. They would undoubtedly report every word when they joined the other slaves at meals.

At her grandfather's home, her slaves had been like family, keeping trusts and refusing to lower themselves to gossip with the villagers. Even Melantho, for all her resentments, had known to hold her tongue and protect the family’s honor. Penelope wished for those days again. She felt defenseless and exposed.

She kept her thoughts to herself as Helen took her on a walking tour of the palace and grounds. She saw a new building to house more slaves. More ground broken for crops to the west, down near the river. The trees around the clearing where the women bathed and played had grown taller and thicker. There were more horses in Tyndareos' stables. The flowers and rose bushes had grown thicker and more numerous. Penelope almost sighed in relief when they finished the tour and walked back to the women's quarters. 

Helen sent Melantho and the other girl down to the sheep pens. The shepherds had promised fresh wool, washed and dry by now, for them to card and spin that day. Penelope stepped into the women’s room, wondering what had changed there while she had been away.

Wide windows hung with nearly sheer golden, pink and azure draperies let in the sunlight from three sides. Musical instruments of all kinds hung on one wall, for the maidens to amuse themselves. Fresh rushes sprinkled with sweet-smelling herbs covered the stones of the floor. Flowers were everywhere in abundance. 

Yet what drew her were the two large looms sitting by the window that faced south. One held a small pattern, colorful, with the sea in the middle and an intricate border full of tiny people. The other loom held a large cloth only half begun, the warp threads hanging, waiting for a hand to finish tying the weights.

"I dreamed you sat at that loom," Helen said, stepping into the room and walking toward the southern window. "I dreamed we laughed and sang, and you taught me mastery of the loom. Was it a true dream through the gate of horn, or through the ivory gate of lies?" She stopped and turned back to face Penelope, one hand resting on the larger loom.

"A dream?" Penelope felt very young, very awkward. The sunlight surrounded Helen with gold. Even doubters would believe the princess was the daughter of Zeus at that moment. Penelope contrasted her own dark features and slimness against the ripe, golden and rose features of the princess of Sparta. "How could I teach you anything?" 

"My mother knew your mother," Helen said, her own voice softening. "She said your mother was the greatest of all weavers she had ever known. Before you left, you showed skill. I merely thought that by now, your skill had grown."

"I have improved. If you like, I could have Eurynome bring out some of the weaving I did in Alybas." She stepped closer to the loom. Despite herself, Penelope's thoughts strayed to the half-begun pattern. She noted threads and colors she would like to change and thought of how she would finish the design.

"Penelope ....” Helen rested a hand on her cousin's shoulder, accenting the difference in their heights. Penelope found she did not mind. "This is your home. You do not have to prove yourself here."

"Everything has changed. And nothing has changed," she whispered. Penelope felt her face warming. How could Helen appear a mere bird of a girl, fluttering, chattering and singing as if she had not a thought in her head, and then a breath later show such insight? Was that the way of the gods and their offspring?

"I started this loom with the pattern I thought I saw you weaving," her cousin went on. "It isn't right. I wanted you to find it with the beginning work done. This is your loom, to do whatever you wish, show whatever you want."

"Mine?" Penelope's smile started small and astonished, then widened in delight. Even in her aunt's chambers, where her dreams had been indulged, she had not had a whole, full-sized loom to herself, to design the pattern as she wished. "I will make a hanging for your bridal chamber. I will weave prayers for blessing into it, that all the goddesses will smile on you." 

<><><><><>

When the afternoon heat became heavy and the shadows grew long, Helen announced they would go to the river. Thoughts of shade and cool river water drowned the sigh of regret Penelope almost loosed. She cast one more glance at the preparations on her loom and promised herself she would finish the next morning.

The loom was finely made, every piece rubbed smooth and glossy. The warp weights nearly held the threads without need for knots. Weaving on that loom would be a joy. Watching the pattern grow would be a delight.
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