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The water lapped quietly against the fine sandy shore, the waves whispering to the coast in a tireless rhythm. The tiny grains of sand crackled softly as the water drew back, left behind like a shimmering carpet in the sunlight. 

Two young men came walking from the village of Hierapytna, their feet leaving tracks in the burning-hot sand. The sun stood directly above them, a blazing disc in the sky.

Nixos swung his foot back and forth, his shadow dancing on the ground.

“What are you doing?” Klietos asked dryly, though he already knew the answer.

“I thought maybe it was gone this time,” Nixos replied, letting his foot dangle for another moment before setting it down.

“It’s always there, you fool.” Klietos sighed and shook his head. “Get a move on now, we’re almost at the cliffs.”

Both wore simple goat-hide sandals and white wool tunics, held in place by brown cowhide belts. Over their shoulders they carried a sack each, ready to be filled with shellfish.

Klietos was seventeen, slender and well-built, with brown hair that reached halfway down his ears. Nearly five months separated him and Nixos in age, but in appearance they were very different. Where Klietos was wiry and limber, Nixos was close-cropped, round, and stocky.

Almost every day they walked to the cliffs to gather shellfish. The breeze from the sea caressed their faces, cool and salty, far more pleasant than the still air of the market-place where Klietos’s father sold his goods. They were men by age, yet still boys at heart, bound to the freedom of the coast.

“You’re too slow!” Nixos suddenly shouted. He slapped Klietos so hard on the back that he nearly lost his breath, then took off toward the cliffs with all his strength.

Sand flew up behind him in tight clouds as he sprinted forward. He turned his head to look for Klietos, but his friend was nowhere to be seen. When he turned forward again, he was staring straight at the back he had just smacked.

Klietos was already at the cliffs. He turned and laughed, as he always did. Nixos had never managed to outrun him, no matter how many tricks he tried.

“You’re too fat, Nixos,” Klietos remarked with a laugh. “You sink deeper into the sand with every step!”

“I am not!” Nixos shouted back. “I just have a little extra summer weight. We’ve had a good harvest, and you know it!” 

Klietos only laughed and set about searching the cliffs for shellfish. They searched for a long time, until the sun slipped down from its highest position and shadows once again stretched over the ground. Nixos cast a glance at his own shadow, broad and dark, and wondered why he had missed it at all.

“We need to head back,” Klietos said, standing with water up to his knees. The waves swayed around him, rose to his thighs before retreating again, and the edge of his white tunic grew damp. “It’ll be dark soon. What did you find?”

“Thirteen white shells, two crabs, and a very pretty stone,” Nixos declared, lifting his sack to show its contents. He stood with one foot in the water and the other on the rock.

“Stone?” Klietos threw out his arms. “Why in the world are you picking up stones?”

“Because I like pretty stones,” Nixos answered simply. “What did you get then?”

“More than you,” Klietos replied, but he didn’t let Nixos see inside his sack.

On the way back they exchanged many sly glances. Both knew it was only a matter of time before one of them started a race. The last time they ran home, they both lost the contents of their sacks in the sand, so neither of them was particularly eager to begin. Whoever started it always got the blame if something went wrong.

“Hey, what’s that?” Nixos asked, pointing toward the edge of the beach.

“Ha-ha!” Klietos laughed. “It’ll take more than that to fool me.”

“No, I mean it. Look!” Nixos stood still, pointing.

Klietos stopped, at first with an exasperated sigh, but when he realized Nixos had fallen a bit behind, he turned properly toward him. His friend was still standing there, pointing toward the sea.

Something large, white, and lifeless floated in the water, drifting slowly up and down with the waves. Then it was caught by a small breaker and gently washed toward the shore. It looked like a naked giant, pale and motionless. Nixos and Klietos stared at each other—then let out a scream at the exact same moment.

They ran in opposite directions. Nixos ran toward the cliffs; Klietos toward the village. The sand sprayed up beneath their feet, but after a while Klietos stopped and turned to look for his friend. 

Nixos was running for his life, faster than he ever had before. Klietos turned his gaze toward the giant at the edge of the beach. The water washed over the lifeless body, drew back, and washed over it again, as if the sea still clung to it.

As he ran, Nixos glanced back to see if he was being chased. What he saw made him freeze. Klietos had changed direction and was moving toward the giant. He was dangerously close, so close he could almost reach out and touch it.

“Are you mad?” Nixos shouted, his voice sharp with fear.

“I think it’s dead,” Klietos replied, without taking his eyes off the figure before him. “Look how thin and white it is.”

Every nerve in Nixos’s body screamed at him to keep running, yet he moved carefully closer. 

“Help me turn it over,” Klietos said.

With a joint effort they rolled the body over. The long black hair lay wet across the sand, and a broad, dark beard framed the pale face.

“I don’t think this is a giant,” Klietos said quietly as he studied the man. “He’s big, but not that big.” 

“Maybe it’s Poseidon, washed up on the shore?” Nixos suggested, drawing back a little, eyeing the body with a mix of fear and curiosity.

“You have a simple mind, Nixos.” Klietos sighed and rolled his eyes. “How could the god of the sea himself drown and be washed up on land? Poseidon is lord of the seas, king of all the world’s oceans, and you think that’s him lying here?”

“Maybe it’s a demigod, then, like Heracles?” Nixos scratched the back of his neck. He leaned closer, sniffed cautiously at the man, and wrinkled his nose. “They’re not immortal, as far as I know.”

“You might be onto something there.” Klietos let his gaze drift over the lifeless body. He drew the black hair aside to get a better look at the face.

“Heracles is the son of Zeus,” Nixos went on. “Maybe this man is the son of Poseidon?”

“Let me check something.” Klietos took a deep breath. “In the stories, demigods don’t die easily.”

Carefully, he placed his hand over the man’s mouth and waited. Then he bent down, put his ear to the man’s chest, and listened.

“What are you doing?” Nixos asked uncertainly.

“Just wait,” Klietos said, raising a finger to silence him. Then he jerked his head back, his eyes wide. “He’s alive!” he cried. “Help me!”

They grabbed hold of the man and dragged him over the sand, up to the dry grass beyond. Klietos immediately began pounding on his chest.

“What are you doing now?” Nixos asked frantically.

“We have to get the water out of his lungs—come on, help me!” Klietos shouted. “There, I think he’s coming around!”

Suddenly the man coughed violently, and a rush of salt water poured from his mouth. They gently rolled him onto his side so the water could drain freely. Again, he drew a deep, trembling breath, followed by more coughing.

He tried to sit up, but his body was too weak. He collapsed back down, exhausted.

“We have to get him back to the village,” Nixos said.

“No, are you mad?” Klietos stood, put his hands behind his neck, and shook his head. “Father will fly into a rage! He’s angry enough as it is that we go out every day. If we come home with a half-dead demigod we found on the shore, we’re done for!”

“Demi-dead demigod, you mean,” Nixos chuckled.

“Ha-ha, very funny,” Klietos said dryly. 

“So what do you suggest?” Nixos asked once he finally got control of himself again.

“My uncle!” Klietos brightened. “He’s a fisherman and doesn’t live far from here. If we take the demigod to him, he’ll help us for sure.”

“You mean Soterion?”

“Yes. He’s a bit crazy, but he always helps in a crisis.”

Klietos and Nixos dragged the lifeless body all the way to Soterion’s house. Sweat beaded on their foreheads, and their arms ached from the effort. The house was small and simple, partly built of gray, weathered wood, partly of clay, as if it had grown out of the earth itself. It suited a solitary man.

Soterion sat on a chair outside the house’s only door, his gaze fixed on them as they approached. He was a Greek man in his late fifties, with long hair that had once been black but was now almost entirely white. He was dressed like the others, except that his tunic was gray instead of white.

“What in the world have you dragged here this time?” he asked in a rough voice.

“We’ve found a demigod!” Nixos shouted eagerly.

“Shut up!” Klietos barked and gave him a kick on the shin.

Soterion shook his head in exasperation but rose from his chair and came toward them. He might have looked old, but he was still strong and upright.

“Let me see,” he said shortly, waving them closer.

They gently laid the thin, pale man on the ground. His eyes darted uncontrollably in the harsh sunlight, his lips were blue and cracked, and his body was covered in a thin layer of salt. He trembled faintly but could not utter a word.

“Fetch water, some cloth, and a cup. Now!” Soterion commanded. 

Nixos and Klietos ran to the well and filled two large buckets with water. The wooden buckets were old, cracked along the edges, and by the time they returned to the house, they were only half full.

Soterion crouched beside the lifeless man and carefully poured the cold, fresh water into his mouth. The stranger drank greedily, as if he had not known the taste of water for ages. He didn’t stop until both buckets were empty. 

“He emptied them!” Nixos exclaimed in astonishment.

“Get more,” Soterion ordered.

Nixos and Klietos ran back to the well. This time they filled the buckets even more carefully, but still the water slowly leaked out through the small cracks. By the time they returned, the buckets were once again half empty. Soterion said nothing. He took the buckets and began washing the salt from the man’s skin, gently wiping away the white crystals that had formed a thin layer over his body. When he was done, they lifted him carefully and carried him inside the house.

The inside was simple. A single room with a curtain in the far corner where the bed stood. In the middle of the room was a large wooden table with three chairs around it. The house’s only window looked out onto the back, where a small patch of earth held scattered vegetation.

They laid the man on the bed and wrapped him in some blankets. He didn’t move, but his chest rose and fell evenly.

“Promise me one thing, boys,” Soterion said quietly. He turned to them, his gaze serious. “Don’t tell anyone about this.”

Nixos and Klietos looked at each other and nodded in agreement. 

“Who do you think he might be, Uncle?” Klietos asked.

“I don’t know,” Soterion replied. “But he needs help, demigod or not.” He turned his gaze toward the bed and stroked his beard.

At last, Nixos and Klietos headed home. On the way they argued over who should take the blame for forgetting the sacks on the beach. The gulls had already found them and had greedily helped themselves to the shellfish.

Ten days passed. The big man still lay on the bed. Soterion slept on a blanket on the floor, always nearby. “Thoke” was the only word the man had spoken since regaining consciousness. His name, they assumed. For the most part he slept, pale and quiet, like a ship run aground.

The man had recovered considerably, but he was still weakened. When Soterion examined him more closely, he made a discovery. From Thoke’s right shinbone, where the skin had healed over an old wound, he cut out a huge, jagged tooth. It had been protruding just slightly from the skin, partly hidden beneath scar tissue. Either way, it had to come out.

Soterion held it in his hand and studied it in the light from the window. He had expected a small splinter, but what he pulled out was a tooth from a large shark.

One day Soterion sat at the table eating grilled tuna. The smoke from the fire had given the fish a rich aroma, and he ate slowly, his thoughts drifting.

Then, for the first time since he had been brought here, Thoke rose from the bed. He stood for a while, unsteady, before slowly moving toward the table.

Soterion noticed but said nothing. He pretended not to see how Thoke sat heavily on the chair beside him and reached for the food.

Before, Soterion had carried meals to the bed, but the past couple of days he had instead placed a plate on the table, hoping Thoke would understand that the time for lying in bed was over. Now he had finally understood.

They sat and ate when Klietos and Nixos came running through the door. Hardly a day passed without them showing up, often several times a day, much to Soterion’s irritation. Sometimes it ended with him chasing them off with a stick.

“At last!” Klietos exclaimed as they burst through the open door.

“How are you, Thoke?” Nixos asked.

Thoke had tried many languages, tried to answer as best he could, but he had run out of ways to say it. It all seemed hopeless. 

Soterion scraped his chair back and leaned forward over the table. 

“Is Mithros still in Hierapytna?” he asked.

“Yes, I saw him preaching by the amphitheater last night,” Klietos replied, taking a seat on one of the chairs. Nixos followed suit.

“Mithros talks a lot about his travels to Egypt, doesn’t he?” Soterion went on.

“That’s all he talks about,” Nixos chimed in before Klietos could answer.

“The language Thoke spoke yesterday...” Soterion drummed his fingers on the tabletop, then pushed his plate aside. “I think it was Egyptian. Not exactly what I expected from him, but it’s interesting. Maybe you two could ask Mithros to stop by one day?”

“We can, Uncle!” Klietos replied quickly, casting a triumphant glance at Nixos.

The day turned to evening, and the boys came running back. Soterion and Thoke were still sitting at the table. As usual, they had tried to communicate, but it was hopeless.

“He’s on his way!” Klietos shouted as he ran into the room.

Nixos came in as well, closely followed by Mithros, a man about Soterion’s age. He had a large gray beard but had almost no hair left on his head. His back was a little bent, and he wore a large gray cloak that made him seem broader than he really was.

“Well now,” Mithros said, stepping closer to Thoke. He stood studying the man for a moment, his gaze serious. “I’m afraid this is not a demigod,” he concluded at last.

“Not that I thought so either,” Soterion said dryly. “Demigods are just fantasies and tall tales. The problem is, I don’t understand a word he says.”

“Fantasies?” Mithros raised a brow and gave a short laugh. “I can assure you they are very real. But as I said, I don’t think he’s one. He reminds me more of some sort of half-giant, if you ask me.”

“A what?” Nixos exclaimed, his eyes wide.

“Stop fooling around, Mithros, old friend.” Soterion groaned in exasperation. “I thought I heard him speak Egyptian earlier, so see if you can get anything out of him.”

“I never fool around, but I’ll try,” Mithros said in Greek, before turning to Thoke and switching to Egyptian. “Who are you?”

Thoke’s face lit up, relief plain on his features. At last, someone understood him.

“I am Thoke,” he answered.

Mithros nodded and turned back to the others. 

“His name is Thoke,” he said in Greek. 

“Yes, we knew that already!” Soterion rolled his eyes. “Ask where he comes from and how he ended up here.”

“Where are you from, and how did you get here?” Mithros asked again in Egyptian, turning back to Thoke.

“I’m from the north, but I came here from Egypt. Where are we, exactly?” 

“You’re on the island of Crete, my friend,” Mithros explained. “The boys say they found you on the beach. Were you in a shipwreck? And... are you some kind of half-giant?”

“What?” Thoke shook his head. “No, no, I’m just a Northerner.”

“Are you a demigod, Northman?” Mithros smiled wryly.

Thoke fell silent. He had been called a demigod before. In any case, it was easier to let people believe that than to explain everything again and again.

“Yes,” he said at last. 

“And how did you end up here?” Mithros raised an eyebrow.

“I... I don’t quite remember.” Thoke pressed his fingers to his temples.

Thoke remembered Egypt. He remembered the journey there with Intef. He remembered Belther, Tiani, and Jontes. He remembered the fight with Dorkas on the ship—or the attempt at a fight. In truth, he had stood no chance at all. He remembered the heat, then the cold. The water swallowing him. The darkness. The pain. And then he had woken here, in the bed behind him.

“How far is Crete from Egypt?” he asked, drawing a deep breath.

“A few days by ship,” Mithros answered.

“You’ve been to Egypt?”

“Yes, many times.” Mithros pulled out a chair and sat down. “I was there last year, in fact. A spectacular land. I sailed as far up the Nile as I could.”

“Is Tutankaten still king?”

“Tutankaten?” Mithros frowned. “I’ve never heard that name.” He stroked his beard. “Perhaps you’re confusing him with another king. The Egyptians have had so many over the years.”

Thoke nodded slowly but said nothing more. He rose from the chair, walked over to the bed, and lay down. He turned his face toward the wall. With one hand he instinctively reached for his necklace. It was gone. So was the knot in his beard at his chin. He blinked twice. Then he fell asleep.

In his dreams, Thoke returned to the North, to his first tribe. He saw his father’s broad back before him. Thorkar bent down to examine something on the ground, his thick black hair and beard hanging heavily toward the heather.

“What is it, Father?” Thoke asked.

“Bear scat.” Thorkar wiped his fingers on the heather. “A mother bear and two cubs are nearby. No more than a day away. We must tread carefully.”

Skarn, with his long, fair hair, walked past Thoke and crouched down to reach toward the scat. Suddenly Dorkas appeared and slapped his hand away. Skarn’s ice-blue eyes filled with confusion. 

“No need for more of us to get our hands dirty,” Dorkas said firmly.

Skarn looked up at Thoke, hoping to be rescued by his older brother. Thoke immediately understood what his little brother wanted.

“Leave him alone,” he said, pushing Dorkas lightly aside.

“Calm yourselves, boys,” Thorkar rumbled.

“They might be boys, but I’m a man,” Dorkas protested.

“You’re still just a boy to me.” Thorkar gave him a stern look before starting up toward an open clearing. The others followed.

“I...” Dorkas began, but Thorkar cut him off.

“Silence, boy.”

Dorkas clenched his teeth but said no more.

Suddenly an arrow whistled from the top of the clearing. It zipped right past Thorkar’s nose and slammed into a tree just behind them. Helok came skipping down the slope, bow in hand and a quiver full of arrows on his back. He walked straight up to Thorkar, who stood trembling with anger. Helok always looked small beside his older brother, but he met his gaze without fear.

“What in the world do you think you’re doing?” Thorkar roared.

“Look behind you, brother,” Helok said, pointing past them. 

Thorkar, Thoke, Skarn, and Dorkas all turned at the same time. Deeper among the trees, a large mother bear disappeared, followed by two small cubs, running back into the forest.

“You scared her off!” Dorkas exclaimed.

“You’re welcome,” Helok replied indifferently, without even looking at him. His gaze was fixed on Thorkar.

Without a word, Thorkar and Helok stormed off in opposite directions. The boys were left standing alone. Skarn scowled after them.

“Father and Uncle have been arguing a lot lately,” he commented.

“Probably because you’re a terrible hunter,” Dorkas replied with a crooked grin.

Skarn roared and threw himself at him. They clawed and punched each other as they rolled over the heather and into a small thicket. 

“Stop it!” Thoke shouted, running after them. He tore them apart just before they could roll further down a steep slope.

“He’s always teasing me!” Skarn gasped for breath, tears glinting in the corners of his eyes.

“Enough now, Dorkas,” Thoke said, distressed.

“Fine, I’ll stop,” Dorkas said calmly, twisting free. Then he suddenly spun around and shoved Skarn hard. Skarn fell heavily into the moss, and in the next moment Thoke stumbled over him. He lost his balance, his arms flailing for something to grab, but the ground was already gone beneath him. He tumbled straight down the slope. Dorkas tried to catch him, but his hands closed on nothing.

Thoke rolled downward, struck a rotten stump that shattered under his weight, and then landed in water. Cold, all-encompassing water. He sank. Just before the darkness closed around him, he looked up. Dorkas stood on the prow of the ship, his face pale, eyes wide, staring down at him. Slowly Thoke slipped into the sea’s darkness.

He woke with a twitch. The room was as dark as the depths he had just been in. On the floor, Soterion lay snoring softly. How long had he really been at sea?
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The days passed, but Thoke still hesitated to leave the house. His strength had almost fully returned now, and he no longer looked like a walking corpse. His skin had regained some color, and he could move without pain. Yet he stayed within the four walls.

Mithros visited every day, always with his hands full of papyrus scrolls or clay tablets. Klietos and Nixos were never far away either.

Mithros spent long hours with Thoke, patient and determined, doing his best to teach him Greek. Thoke had learned enough languages that he picked it up faster than most. Already, the basic words and sentence structures were beginning to fall into place.

“What do we call this?” Mithros asked in Egyptian, holding out a nut in his hand. “Answer in Greek now, Thoke.”

Thoke stared at the nut. He knew he ought to remember the word. It was there somewhere in his mind, but it slipped away every time he tried to catch it. 

He was wearing a gray tunic, a brown leather belt, and sandals much like those Nixos and Klietos wore.

“Come now,” Mithros continued in Greek. “Think, use your head... or should we say nut?” He let out a dry, rasping laugh. Then he suddenly cursed and slapped his forehead. “No, blast it!”

Thoke laughed first, then raised his hand as if he were an eager student. 

“My answer: it is a nut!”

Mithros groaned, but he couldn’t help smiling. Thoke leaned back and chuckled to himself. He thought back to something Pimay had once said to him.

“I was told we think with the heart.”

“What? No!” Mithros burst out. “That’s just nonsense they believe in Egypt. You think with the brain, of course. That mush you have inside your skull.” He tapped Thoke on the forehead with a fingertip before sighing and rising from his chair. “I think that’s enough for today. We’ll continue tomorrow.” He gathered up two clay tablets filled with Greek writing and carefully placed them in his bag. Then he turned to Thoke from the doorway. “Give Soterion my regards, will you? You can manage that now, can’t you?”

“I will try,” Thoke answered in Greek. His pronunciation was terrible, but the sentence was correct.

Mithros smiled with satisfaction and nodded. Then he turned and began walking away. Thoke stood for a moment in the doorway, watching him go. Mithros was a good man to have around. Knowledgeable, well-traveled, and he treated Thoke as an adult, not as a helpless stranger. It was good to have something to fill the days. A full moon had come and gone since he had been rescued, but he still hadn’t decided what to do next.

In addition to being a teacher, Mithros was a well-traveled historian and speaker. He journeyed across the world, collecting stories and writing them down. His library was filled with everything from royal lineages and mythic legends to fables and tales of beasts that might never have existed. Thoke hesitated for a moment before making a decision.

“Hey, Mithros, wait!” He stepped quickly outside and hurried after the seemingly older man. Mithros stopped, turned, and raised an eyebrow. “Did you find out anything about Akhenaten?” Thoke asked.

“Ah,” Mithros said slowly, as if weighing his words. He drew a deep breath and crossed his arms over his chest. “I found no Akhenaten in my texts, but I did find an Amenhotep. After him there’s a gap in the history, and then this Tutankhamun appears.” He narrowed his eyes for a moment. “You mentioned a Tutankaten. I assume that might be who you mean.”

“Is he king now?” Thoke wondered. He remembered little Tutankaten well.

“Sadly, no, Thoke,” Mithros said softly, shaking his head. “Tutankhamun died fifteen years ago. He was only fifteen himself, poor boy.”

“Thank you, Mithros.” Thoke lowered his gaze. He couldn’t hide the disappointment in his voice.

Mithros gave a short nod, as if he understood, and continued on along the path. Thoke remained standing. Once again, he had been away from the world far too long. He had no idea if Belther, Dorkas, or Renai were still alive. What about Intef and Tiani?

He drew a deep breath and let his eyes roam around him. Only then did he realize it—he was outside for the first time since he had come here.

The chalk-white beach lay close by, sunlight glittering on the calm sea. On the opposite side rose a dense forest, with brown trunks and broad green leaves forming a living wall. Beyond the trees a steep escarpment climbed, where the brown rock jutted out between the treetops. The sky was a deep, clear blue.

Just outside the house stood a donkey tied to a post. Thoke approached it cautiously and reached out a hand. The animal seemed used to people and allowed him to stroke its muzzle. Soterion had mentioned that he was going to the cliff to fish, something he did every single day. Thoke decided to follow him. Perhaps he could be of help.

Up on the cliff, Soterion sat on a stool with his fishing rod in hand. His almost white hair rippled in the wind, and his gaze was fixed on the glittering surface of the sea. He always brought an extra stool, just in case Thoke would come up one day, but it hadn’t happened yet.

The waves lapped gently against the rock below, as if the sea itself was in quiet conversation with the mountain. Thoke climbed up and sat down heavily beside Soterion.

“Mithros... went home,” he said in his broken Greek.

Soterion turned his head toward him with a broad smile.

“It’s good to see you outside,” he said. “I was starting to think I’d have to feed that massive body of yours for the rest of my life.” He laughed loudly, a warm, rasping cackle. The fishing rod suddenly jerked in his hand, and he lifted it for a moment before the line went slack in the water again. “Perhaps you should get yourself a fishing rod and catch your own food today?” he suggested teasingly.

Thoke said nothing. He simply stood up and walked down from the cliff, heading straight toward the edge of the forest. Soterion followed him with his eyes, a mix of curiosity and amusement on his face.

A short while later, Thoke returned—this time with a long spear in his hand. He had no proper stone to fix to the tip, so instead he had used coarse stones to carve the wood into a sharp, pointed end.

With the spear in hand, he walked slowly into the water. His legs trembled slightly as the water reached his knees, and he didn’t dare go deeper. Memories pressed into his mind—towering waves, dark water, and tooth-filled beasts lurking beneath the surface. He couldn’t remember every-thing that had happened on the sea, but the few glimpses he had were dark and full of fear.

He stood completely still, spear raised, his muscles tense with anticipation. Time crawled by, but after a while small fish began to approach, circling around him. Some swam so close they nipped at his legs. With a lightning-fast motion, Thoke drove the spear down into the water.

A moment of stillness followed before he pulled the spear back up, revealing a large, round fish perfectly pierced through the middle of its body. He turned to Soterion with a triumphant grin.

“Well done, Thoke,” Soterion said, rising from his stool. “That’s a fine big one!”

Thoke walked up to Soterion and stuck the butt of the spear into a crack in the rock. He pulled the fish off with a firm tug and began cleaning it with a sharp stone.

“Here, take this,” Soterion said, tossing a copper knife down in front of Thoke.

Thoke picked it up. The knife sliced easily through the fish’s belly, and the entrails spilled out in a wet, slimy clump. He threw them into the water along with the head and tail. It didn’t take long before the cries of gulls filled the air, and the birds dove down from the sky to fight over the remains. Soterion watched for a moment before turning his gaze back to Thoke.

“You hesitated to go into the sea.”

Thoke fell silent. He looked out toward the endless horizon where the waves rolled slowly toward shore.

“I...” He hesitated. “I remember things, but it’s all quite unclear.”

“I understand.” Soterion sat down again, letting his gaze wander across the sea. “You can try putting it into words, if you like. It usually helps.”

Thoke went down to the water’s edge and washed the fish and his fingers. Then he sat down on the stool beside Soterion. 

“I lost,” Thoke began in his somewhat unsteady Greek. “I was sent down into the depths of the sea, chained to an anchor. I saw things that weren’t there. There was a crushing pressure in my head, and I think that was the cause of the visions. After that, I woke on a ship. I believe they were merchants. Somehow I had been freed from my chains and floated up to the surface where they found me. I remember glimpses of their terrified faces. I remember the bunk I slept in and the smell of beer and spices. Then came a tremendous crash. It was dark and chaotic. Water everywhere. Moonlight and black waves as high as mountains. The ship had been completely shattered. When the storm finally calmed, the dark water turned blue again, but it didn’t last long. It wasn’t long before the air was filled with screams and the water turned red. A man was eaten right before my eyes by a massive beast. I have seen many terrible things in my life, but that was perhaps the worst.”

“What did it look like?” Soterion broke in.

“Like a giant fish,” Thoke answered. “But with a pointed snout, a dark back, and a white belly. It took a bite out of my leg too.”

“Hence the tooth,” Soterion said, pulling a large, triangular tooth from his pocket. He handed it to Thoke. “I dug this out of your shin.”

“I was probably too tough and too slippery for it,” Thoke said with a faint smile. “A large wooden plank floated past me, and I climbed on top of it. After that, I woke up here.”

The sun stood high in the sky as the two began their walk back home. The intense heat made the ground shimmer, and the sound of waves followed them like a soft echo from behind. It wasn’t long before Klietos and Nixos appeared, conveniently just in time for dinner. 

Soterion carried three smaller fish on a string, caught as a supplement to Thoke’s proud catch. As they neared the house, Thoke bent down, tore up a handful of grass, and walked over to the donkey tied to the post. The animal lifted its head toward him, its ears pricked in expectation.

“What’s his name?” Thoke asked as he gently stroked the donkey’s muzzle.

“That there is Asinossus,” Soterion answered with a smile. “He’s old but reliable. Has served me faithfully for many years. Back in the day, he helped me plow the little field behind the house. Now it’s just full of small trees.”

Thoke patted the donkey’s head and thought for a moment. 

“You found the plow,” he said, but he immediately heard that something was off in the sentence. He didn’t bother correcting it. “I’ll remove the trees.”

“Yes, there’s that,” Soterion chuckled. He waved a hand and began walking toward the side of the house. “Speaking of trees... a huge one fell over my storage shed last year. The plow is under it. I tried to move it with five men, but we couldn’t budge it. I could have chopped it up, but my shoulder...” He rolled his bad shoulder in a slow circle. “It’s never been the same since I fell on the cliff.”

“I’ll move it,” Thoke said curtly.

“I doubt that,” Soterion replied, carrying the fish inside and laying them on the table. “That tree is so large that...” A tremendous crash outside cut him off. Soterion froze for a moment. He saw that Thoke had already set the fish down on the bench and disappeared out the door without a word.

Soterion rounded the corner of the house and stopped short. In front of him stood Thoke, the massive tree trunk raised above his head. With apparent ease, he hurled it aside. It hit the ground with a thundering crash, sending dirt spraying into the air.

Soterion swallowed hard, his gaze falling on the ruins of what had once been the storage shed. There, among splintered planks and cracked clay jars, the plow jutted up from the chaos.

“See, plow,” Thoke said calmly, pointing toward it.

“Yes... you can say that.” Soterion gave a crooked smile and shook his head, unable to hide his fascination.

Without another word, Thoke walked out to what had once been the field. He pointed around, identifying the small trees that had taken over the soil. Now and then he glanced toward Soterion, who could only give a stiff nod in response.

Then Thoke grabbed the nearest tree with both hands and yanked it up, roots and all. Soil rained down from the tangled roots. Soterion stood frozen, eyes wide.

“What in the...” he exhaled in disbelief.

Behind him, Klietos and Nixos came walking up. When they saw Thoke, they stopped dead, standing with their mouths agape.

“He’s... pulling up trees,” Klietos whispered, as if afraid to disturb him.

Thoke continued as if it were the most natural thing in the world. With impressive speed, he tore up one small tree after another, roots and all, as if they were nothing but twigs.

Then he disappeared into the ruins of the shed and found a stone axe. With powerful chops he set upon the larger trees, and soon they were lying scattered on the ground. But he didn’t stop there. He dug down around the stubborn roots and yanked them up as well.

After a while, the field stood empty. Bare earth gleamed in the sun. Thoke wiped the sweat from his forehead with his forearm and turned toward the three who stood rooted to the spot.

“Dinner soon?” he asked cheerfully. No one answered. “Something wrong?”

Soterion jolted as if returning to reality only now. 

“No, no! Eh... I’ll get started at once.”

He turned abruptly and walked into the house, deep in thought. Inside, he began preparing the fish with salt and spices. Klietos and Nixos followed right on his heels.

“That’s what I said,” Nixos said with satisfaction. “He is a demigod!”

“A demigod as a farmhand? Not bad,” Klietos added with a grin.

Soterion opened his mouth to say something, but was interrupted by a sound outside. Through the window, they saw Thoke hoisting the plow over his shoulder and carrying it out onto the field. He set it in the ground and began pulling it behind him, the rough soil splitting easily.

“Find some seeds to sow,” Soterion said, shaking his head with a resigned smile before turning back to the fish.

Klietos and Nixos threw aside their chairs and ran outside, well aware they would have to hurry if they were to keep up with Thoke’s fast work pace.

Thoke dragged the plow evenly across the field, the coarse, dark earth parting smoothly under the weight of the blade. Sweat pearled on his forehead, but he barely noticed. The smell of roasted fish reached his nose.

He wasn’t the only one to notice it. Klietos and Nixos stopped, inhaled the scent, and swallowed almost in unison. A short distance away, Soterion had set up an open fire, a bit away from the house for safety’s sake. Over the flames, the fish sizzled in a simple pot.

Soterion had carried the table and stools outside and placed them by the fire. The fish was just finished when Thoke and the boys came strolling over.

They sat down around the table. Soterion had laid out lettuce leaves and chopped carrots alongside the fish. No one said much at first. The sound of chewing and the crackle of the fire filled the silence.

“So, you’re a... well...” Soterion said after a long pause, a clear sign the meal was indeed to their liking.

Thoke swallowed the piece of food he had been chewing. 

“I suppose so,” he said calmly.

The silence settled again, heavier this time. Not until the fish were eaten down to every little bone did anyone raise their voice. Klietos and Nixos shifted restlessly on their stools, clearly uncomfortable with the quiet. It was probably rare for them to sit this long without talking.

“You should come with us into the village,” Klietos said at last. “Father’s having trouble with a man who’s pressing him for coins. Maybe you could... scare him a little?” He gave a crooked smile.

“I think my brother can handle himself just fine,” Soterion said quickly, his tone carrying a warning.

But Nixos leaned forward, his eyes wide with curiosity. 

“Are you the son of Poseidon?” he blurted out. 

“What are you doing?” Klietos muttered under his breath, giving him a hard punch on the shoulder.

“Eh, who?” Thoke asked. He had never heard that name before.

Nixos’ eyes went wide, as if this was the dumbest question he had ever heard.

“Poseidon! The god of the sea! Or is Zeus your father? Or maybe Athena is your mother?”

“You don’t have to answer that,” Soterion sighed, shaking his head.

“I bet It’s Poseidon!” Nixos insisted.

“No,” Thoke answered. He drew a deep breath. “My father was... and my mother...” Thoke thought back to what Dorkas had told him. His father was no longer known as Thorkar. His mother, no longer Sira.

Soterion, Klietos, and Nixos exchanged long, confused glances. They all looked at Thoke, who was staring blankly into the air. He sat like that for a long time, until Nixos started talking again.

“I thought that’s what demigods did. Helped people, I mean. Especially against people who trouble them?”

Thoke stood, went inside, and lay down on the bed. He was stranded on a great island and had no idea what had become of those he knew. One thing was certain: no one would ever get him back out on the ocean. Since he would not be leaving anyway, he might as well do something for the people who lived here.

In the days that followed, Thoke was almost always out on the field. With the plow in his hands and sweat beading on his forehead, he worked tirelessly, as if hard labor could drive away the thoughts he carried. 

One day, Mithros and Soterion were sitting on stools beside the house, watching Thoke, Klietos, and Nixos at work.

“That’s what I’ve been saying all along, Soterion,” Mithros began, leaning back with his arms crossed. “Demigods have existed as long as we humans have. You’ve heard the legends. Fine, most of them are probably just tall tales, but I know many are true. And Crete could really use a savior right now. The king has lost all control, and the Sea People don’t seem ready to stop their ravaging anytime soon.”

“Thoke must choose his own path,” Soterion said. “If he wishes to stay here, he’s welcome to do so.”

“You only say that because he’s the world’s greatest plow horse,” Mithros said mockingly, but with a sly grin. Soterion couldn’t help but laugh a little. Mithros leaned closer. “But listen, Soterion. Kiduros could really use his help. Rydes and his men harass him every single day. If this continues, Kiduros will have to close his stall and move his trade elsewhere.”

“Kiduros should have paid his debt on time,” Soterion countered.

“He’s your brother, Soterion.”

Those words hit home. Soterion sighed heavily, as if the weight of responsibility settled on his shoulders like a stone. Without another word, he rose and walked out toward Thoke, who stood bent over the plow. He didn’t know how to start the conversation. Asking for favors was not something Soterion was used to.

“Hey, Thoke, come here a moment,” he said at last.

Thoke let go of the plow and wiped the sweat from his forehead with his forearm before walking over.

“What is it?”

“It’s about my brother, Kiduros.” Soterion hesitated for a moment before gathering his thoughts. “He runs a business in Hierapytna. He sells food from the sea to both locals and travelers. But lately, a man named Rydes has taken control over large parts of the city—among them the square where Kiduros has his stall. Kiduros was forced to rent the spot from Rydes, but the high rates have made it hard for him. Rydes and his men have started harassing him. Destroyed goods. Prevented him from buying from the local fishermen. They even gave him a proper beating once.” He paused, as if the words tasted bitter. “What I’m trying to say is... I hate to ask, but do you think... you could help?”

“Yes, my friend,” Thoke answered calmly, placing his hand on Soterion’s shoulder. The grip was firm but kind. “For you, I will help.” 

Considering all Soterion had done for him, Thoke could not say no. He knew the bond between brothers, knew how far one was willing to go to protect them.

“We leave tomorrow morning,” Mithros said as he stood up, a satisfied smile on his lips. “That way we’ll reach the city while the marketplace is crowded, and Rydes’ men might be around. Perhaps I’ll even get a good story to write down.”

Mithros, Klietos, and Nixos returned to Hierapytna that evening. The house grew quiet again. Soterion fetched two buckets of water and set them on the floor, just as he always did. He handed Thoke a cloth and took one for himself. In the glow of a single tallow candle, they washed their faces and underarms, the evening’s simple routine. Thoke was about to lie down on the bed when he stopped and glanced at Soterion, who was preparing his own spot on the floor.

“It’s time you take your bed back,” Thoke said firmly.

“No, no.” Soterion waved the idea off with his hand. “It’s fine. You’re the guest—you deserve the best place to sleep.”

“You can’t win this argument.” Thoke shook his head. He stood, took his bedding, and swapped it with Soterion’s.

The bed consisted of four sturdy wooden legs and a long flat plank covered with tightly packed hay. Thoke laid the blanket Soterion had been sleeping on across the bed, folded his own wool blanket, and placed it on the floor.

Soterion stood speechless for a moment before shaking his head with a small smile. 

“Thank you,” he said softly, sinking down into the hay. A sigh of relief escaped his lips. “This will do wonders for my back pain.”

Thoke lay down on the floor, but his thoughts kept racing. The room was dark, and the light from the tallow candle flickered faintly before it died with a final breath.

“Soterion?” Thoke asked into the darkness.

“Yes?” Soterion replied, puzzled.

“Why do you live out here alone?” Thoke tried to make out his shape in the dark but saw only vague outlines.

“It wasn’t always like this,” Soterion said. “Once, I owned a large farm outside Knossos. I lived there with my wife and our three children.”

“Girls or boys?” Thoke pushed himself halfway up from the floor.

“Two girls and a little boy,” Soterion answered, but his voice had changed. The words carried a heavy sorrow. “We lived in great prosperity... but one year the drought came. It lasted for many full moons. With the drought came hunger. And with hunger... sickness.”

“All of them?” Thoke whispered.

“Yes.” Soterion let out a long, heavy sigh. “First the girls. Then my wife. In the end, the sickness took the boy as well. I thought he would survive—he was strong—but it started with a light cough. Then the cough grew worse until he began coughing blood. His body grew clammy and damp, yet he shivered with cold. In the end, he couldn’t draw breath anymore.” The silence that followed was heavy and stifling. “I was close to death myself,” Soterion continued after a while. “When I thought my own last moments had come, I looked forward to being reunited with them in the underworld. But the gods...” He snorted bitterly. “They let me live. A curse, not a gift. I don’t know what I did to deserve it.”

“You have my sympathy,” Thoke said quietly. “I am cursed in the same way.”

“Oh?”

“A wife. A boy. And a little girl,” Thoke said.

“Life is meaningless without family,” Soterion said with a sigh.

“That is why I will protect your brother,” Thoke said firmly.

He sat for a while, staring out through the small window, up at the star-strewn night sky. The points of light above glimmered undisturbed. He narrowed his eyes. The gods deserved to burn for all they had done to mankind. One day, he would find them. And destroy them.
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CHAPTER 3
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Hierapytna was a small, humble trading village, but it pulsed with life. A row of boats, both large and small, lay anchored at the pier, their sails bundled tightly like sleeping birds. Along the shore stood houses of clay and wood, scattered at different heights, as if the village had grown freely without any thought of order. They stood at uneven distances from each other, some huddled close, others isolated, as though avoiding one another.

Nixos and Klietos ran ahead. Thoke and Mithros followed at a steady pace. Soterion had chosen to stay behind, working the field with Asinossus. After all, the donkey required more company than Thoke did. But Thoke had company of another kind—of the many eyes that followed him.

He felt them, the countless pairs of eyes fixed on him as they moved deeper into the village. People stopped what they were doing—women carrying baskets, men leaning out of doorways—to stare. Some held his gaze for a long moment; others turned away quickly when he met their eyes. It didn’t bother him. He was used to it from his time in Egypt.

When they reached the village center, the noise around them exploded. Voices crossed each other in the air, some shouting prices, others cursing over bad bargains. Market stalls were stacked wherever there was room—some makeshift, built from old planks and rope, while others were sturdier, adorned with small decorations.

Strong men carried large wooden crates up from the pier, likely filled with goods from distant harbors. The smell of the sea, fresh fish, and exotic spices mingled in the warm air.

Mithros pointed toward a stall on a small rise that overlooked the rest of the market. 

“There is Kiduros, Soterion’s brother,” he said. “He rents the best spot in the village.”

The stall was large and sturdily built, clearly meant for trade on a bigger scale. Behind the counter stood Kiduros, a small man with short black hair and a beard that looked no more than three or four days old. He wore a faded royal-blue tunic with yellow trimming, clearly bleached by time and sun. Around his waist was a black belt with a large, round silver plate as the buckle. Engraved into the plate was an image of the god Hermes, with wings sprouting from the head in an elegant circle.

Two heavy bead necklaces in a tangle of colors hung around his neck, as if he were trying to make up for the faded tunic with gleaming symbols of wealth.

The stall stood on a small rise, a strategic place that allowed Kiduros to keep watch over the entire market—and just as much, let the entire market see him.

Thoke noticed how Kiduros’ eyes darted around, as if he was constantly expecting someone to appear.

The smell of the goods the men carried was unmistakable. The heavy scent of fish and seaweed lingered in the air, mingling with a faint trace of other seafood. Kiduros sold everything the sea had to offer. In small crates lay a wealth of sea life—fish of all shapes and colors, slimy octopus, and other creatures Thoke had never seen before. Only one crate stood empty.

“There you are at last!” Kiduros shouted. “You’re late again!”  

Nixos and Klietos lowered their heads but hurried to empty their sacks into the empty crate. In the blink of an eye, it was filled with fresh shellfish. It was clear that Kiduros was frustrated, and not without reason. Considering how much time the boys had spent over at Thoke’s place, it was no wonder.

A seagull crept close to the crate, its eyes locked on the shellfish. Kiduros spotted it at the last second, roared, and kicked at the bird. It flapped into the air with a shriek, its wings beating frantically before it vanished.

“We’re sorry, Father,” Klietos said quietly, his head still lowered. “But we have someone to show you—someone who might be able to help.”

Thoke stepped forward from the crowd, and Kiduros instinctively took a step back. He stared up at the towering figure before him, his eyes a mixture of uncertainty and awe.

“Who in the world is this supposed to be?” Kiduros asked, his gaze darting up and down Thoke’s imposing frame.

Mithros stepped forward before anyone else could answer. He planted himself in front of Thoke, shot him a quick glance, and seemed to let a thought spin in his head before he spoke.

“This is Tho... Tho...” he began. “This is... Theseus,” he declared with force in his voice. “Demigod and son of Poseidon!”

“The legendary king of Athens?” Kiduros asked, his eyes wide with surprise. “The king in exile?”

Mithros heard the murmuring ripple through the crowd behind them. People who had been trading or carrying goods stopped in their tracks, their eyes fixed on Thoke. Soon, small groups had gathered around them, curious and tense. Mithros raised his arms above his head, like a speaker in an amphitheater.

“This is Theseus!” he shouted, his voice carrying across the entire marketplace. “Demigod, son of Poseidon, former king of Athens!” The murmuring grew louder, more people flocking closer. The whole marketplace was beginning to gather. Mithros lowered his voice for a moment, as if to build suspense. “He was washed ashore on Crete after a journey that cost him everything. But the sea does not spit out just anyone—it brings us heroes when we need them most. Theseus is here to protect us from the Sea People!”

Hundreds of voices buzzed in the air, an echo of confusion and excitement rising from the crowd. Thoke glanced around, bewildered, his gaze darting between the faces staring back at him. He turned to Mithros, who stood wide-legged and confident, arms raised high. Then he looked to Nixos and Klietos, both of whom nodded eagerly and shrugged, as if they didn’t fully understand what they had gotten him into.

Suddenly the murmuring ceased. A moment of silence—then a thunderous cheer erupted from the crowd.

“Theseus!” a man shouted, his voice booming above the heads around him.

“We are saved!” cried a woman.

“Theseus!” Mithros repeated triumphantly before seizing Thoke’s right hand and raising it in the air like that of a victor. Thoke froze. He had no idea what to do.  

“Theseus! Theseus!” The entire marketplace was now chanting his name in unison. The mood soared, and the cheering would not stop. It roared in his ears. There was a kind of chaotic force in the crowd’s frenzy, a wave he suddenly found himself caught in. Yet the longer the cheering went on, the more uncomfortable Thoke felt. The stares, the voices—they all pressed in on him.

“Come here!” Kiduros forced his way through the throng, gesturing for them to follow. He led them into a nearby house. 

The building was made of clay and timber, with vines and flowers climbing along its walls. Inside, the house was a mix of home, storage, and tool shed. The walls were lined with poles, crab traps, and fishing nets. In the middle of the room stood a round wooden table with three chairs placed around it. Thoke, Mithros, and Kiduros sat down. Nixos and Klietos pressed themselves against the wall, restless as always.

“Is it true?” Kiduros asked, his eyes fixed on Thoke.

“Of course,” Mithros replied, as if it were the most obvious truth in the world. “Just look—lift that.” He pointed toward a large, rusted anchor lying in the corner.

“Usually it takes four men to move that,” remarked Klietos. 

All eyes fell on Thoke, who sighed deeply, rose, and walked calmly over to the anchor. He gripped it with both hands, tightened his hold, and with a single motion hoisted it off the floor. The iron chains rattled against the wooden boards. Without effort, he set it down gently before returning to his chair.

Kiduros sat frozen, his mouth half-open. He glanced between Mithros and Thoke before he finally found his words.

“He can help you, Father,” Klietos said.

“Will you?” Kiduros asked carefully, his gaze shifting between admiration and uncertainty.

“I will,” Thoke answered.

Kiduros exhaled as though a heavy burden had been lifted from his shoulders. Mithros clapped his hands together. 

“Perhaps you could show Theseus around the village?” he suggested, turning to Nixos and Klietos. They reacted instantly. Without waiting, they dashed for the door, waving wildly for Thoke to follow. Thoke rose slowly. He did not share their enthusiasm, but he followed them out of the house with heavy steps.

“Where did you find him?” Kiduros asked while filling two rough wooden cups with wine. The sound of liquid hitting the bottom was the only noise for a moment.

“The boys found him on the beach,” Mithros explained calmly. “He was washed ashore from the sea. He claims to have fallen off a ship somewhere near Egypt. He spoke of Tutankaten and Akhenaten, but I believe he meant Amenhotep and Tutankhamun.” Mithros took a cup, sipped the wine, and set it down hard on the table. “The thing is, King Tutankhamun died over fifteen years ago.”

“You think he’s been at sea for over fifteen years?” Kiduros furrowed his brow, grabbing his own cup and taking a long swallow.

“Perhaps even longer,” Mithros replied, leaning across the table. “Time behaves differently for those like him.”

“But is he truly the legendary king of Athens? Theseus?” Kiduros leaned back in his chair, thoughtful.

“No, sadly not.” Mithros shook his head. He emptied his cup before continuing, his voice lower now. “But it doesn’t matter. People need a hero. And the name Theseus—it still strikes deep in their hearts. Most who knew the truth about the old king are long gone. No one will question it.” He smiled slyly. “With my gift for storytelling and your talent for business, we can breathe life into a legend. Make him greater than ever.”

“You’re forgetting one small detail.” Kiduros jabbed a finger at his own chest. “I’m broke. Neck-deep in debt. These fools of customers don’t pay riches for seafood! Rydes has me in an iron grip. Theseus might scare him a little, but what good will that do? I’ve been reduced to a single stall! I sell seafood, Mithros—seafood!” Kiduros’ voice rose, and he slammed his cup hard against the table.

“Calm yourself, my friend.” Mithros raised a hand as though to quiet the storm. He leaned forward, his gaze sharp and intense. “There was a time you owned most of this district, wasn’t there? What if I told you we could rid ourselves of Rydes—permanently?”

“Permanently?” Kiduros froze. 

“Yes.” Mithros smiled. “And perhaps you’ll just happen to be ready to take over everything he owns when the dust settles.”

“You’re dangerous, Mithros.” A slow smile spread across Kiduros’ face.

“But effective,” Mithros replied with satisfaction.

The two men exchanged a wide, conspiratorial grin before rising. They left the house and returned to the stall. As they rounded the corner, the impact of Thoke’s presence was already plain to see. Klietos stood behind the stall, frantically attending to a long line of customers that had gathered.

“Do you see that, Kiduros?” Mithros said triumphantly, spreading his arms. “Theseus is already drawing people in. And they haven’t even heard of all his heroic deeds yet!”

“What heroic deeds?” Kiduros chuckled.

“They’re coming, rest assured.” Mithros winked. “They’re coming.”

Thoke and Nixos walked slowly through the village, their eyes sweeping over the houses scattered along the narrow streets. The architecture reminded Thoke of Egypt, but there was something different here. The houses were darker brown rather than sand-colored, built of timber and clay, with thick stone walls marked by weather and time.

The air was thick with the scent of fried fish, warm bread, and the faint, tangy note of fermented wine. Small clouds of dust rose from the ground with each step they took.

Suddenly, a small dog came running toward Thoke. Its coat was grayish white and shaggy, and its tail wagged furiously. It sniffed eagerly around his feet before sitting down and barking loudly.  

“What a strange little wolf,” Thoke remarked with curiosity.

“Dog,” Nixos corrected him. “These little furballs are mostly watchdogs. They bark a lot, and that’s about the only thing they’re good at.” 

He patted it lightly on the head, and the dog trotted off with a satisfied yelp.

They continued through the marketplace, where the stalls were brimming with goods. Gleaming fish, large clay jars filled with olives, vibrant textiles, and jars of fragrant spices. The marketplace buzzed with life, a clear sign that merchants from across the Mediterranean flocked here to sell their wares.

“There you are, Thoke!” a familiar voice called. Mithros came hurrying toward them, a crooked smile spreading across his face. “Or should I say Theseus?”

“Why did you call me that?” Thoke asked.

“You have great potential, my friend!” With a wide grin, Mithros tried to sling an arm over Thoke’s shoulders but struggled to reach. At last, he let his arm drop. “Thoke doesn’t work as a hero’s name. Theseus, on the other hand—that’s a name people remember! He was a great king of Athens. A man I knew well in my younger days.”

“I’m not a hero,” Thoke replied dryly.

“You will be,” Mithros said, giving up on reaching Thoke’s shoulders. Instead, he patted him gently—but carefully—on the back, as if afraid of hurting his own hand. “You’ve heard the stories of Perseus, the demigod, haven’t you?” Mithros raised a finger in the air but didn’t wait for an answer. “He was said to be the son of Zeus and a mortal woman. With his strength, he accomplished many heroic deeds. He cut off the head of Medusa, the monster-woman who could turn men to stone. He defeated sea monsters and beasts of every kind.” Mithros spread his arms as if summoning the images of these heroic feats into the air. “Perseus’ legend lives on in every home across Greece!”

“Perseus was great, but not as great as Heracles!” Nixos suddenly shouted.

“Heracles did far more than Perseus,” added Klietos, walking up to them and nodding eagerly in agreement.

“Perseus came first! And Perseus was...” Mithros stopped mid-sentence, throwing his arms in the air in frustration. “What am I even doing? Why am I standing here arguing about demigods with you two boys?”  

“We’re not boys! We’re men!” Klietos declared, as if the words alone could make it true.

“Yeah, yeah...” Mithros muttered, waving it off as if it were of no importance.

“Thoke should be called Theracles!” Nixos blurted with a wide grin.

“Yes! Nobody remembers this Theseus guy you keep talking about,” Klietos added.

Mithros stared at them as though they had just suggested burning down the village. 

“No, no!” he cried, gesturing wildly. “He is Theseus! And that’s final!”

“Don’t I get to decide?” asked Thoke.

“No!” all three of them shouted in unison.

Thoke’s brow furrowed in irritation. The others suddenly looked uneasy, and both Nixos and Klietos instinctively stepped back. 

“Come, let’s find Rydes,” Mithros said quickly, trying to defuse the tension. 

It was only then that Thoke noticed the thick papyrus scroll Mithros was holding.

“What do you need that for?” he asked.

“Your confrontation with Rydes will be the first chapter in The Legend of Theseus,” Mithros said proudly, holding the scroll aloft like a trophy.

“That will be a short and dull tale.” Thoke shook his head. “I’m only going to scare him, not fight.”

“We’ll see about that,” Mithros replied with a sly smile. “I’ll embellish it if I must. No legend is written from pure truth!”

Klietos, who knew the way well, led them onward. He had been to Rydes’ villa many times to pay off his father’s debt. Now they were walking in the same direction, but with a very different intention.

On their way out of the village, Mithros spotted a stall where a man was cutting hair beneath a makeshift canopy. 

“Perhaps you should cut your hair and shave that beard?” Mithros suggested. “I can’t recall ever seeing Perseus depicted with long hair and a beard. Come, let’s make you a bit more presentable for the people!”

“No!” Thoke barked. “Don’t touch the beard.”

“Well then...” Mithros threw his arms up in an exaggerated sigh. “What about just the hair? A little shorter, perhaps?”

“No. Not the hair either.”

Mithros looked at him for a moment, as if weighing whether to insist, but the seriousness in Thoke’s gaze made him give up without a fight.

“Fine.” Mithros shook his head in mock resignation. “In my stories, you’ll have short hair. And perhaps just a neat little beard. People love the classic hero look.” 

Thoke said nothing. He simply kept walking, following Klietos, who had already moved a bit ahead.

After a while, they reached the villa. The building stretched out before them in a play of colors—white marble walls, red clay roof tiles, and green vines winding around the columns like coiled ribbons. Exotic plants Thoke had only ever seen in Egypt grew in large clay jars near the entrance, their broad, dark-green leaves and tiny, dark blossoms releasing a sweet scent into the warm air.

The courtyard teemed with activity. Servants and guests moved with a self-assured, deliberate pace, as if everyone knew exactly where they were going. Two small children, no more than six years old, darted past with peals of bright laughter trailing in their wake. Dust swirled up around their feet as they vanished around a corner.

They approached the main gate. Two tall marble columns flanked the massive wooden doors, which stood wide open. The gate was adorned with carved patterns of grapevines and shields. Through the opening, Thoke could see a larger courtyard beyond, paved with cobblestones and grand in its design. They stepped through the gate and entered.

Inside, the courtyard opened into a wide rectangle. In the center stood a large fountain shaped like a lion. Water sprayed from its jaws and trickled down into the basin below. Around the fountain, several people lounged in relaxed postures, draped in white togas—some holding cups of wine, others deep in conversation. Their low, languid voices mingled with the sound of the water.

Servants moved quietly among them, carrying large bronze trays laden with fruit and flat loaves of bread. Along the edges of the courtyard, finely carved wooden benches stood, occupied by people in simpler garments. Most of them wore pale or dark-gray tunics, clearly of lower standing.

As Thoke took all this in, he noticed Klietos lingering just outside the gate. He didn’t say anything until the others turned to look at him.

“Father told me I shouldn’t go in,” Klietos explained softly. “And neither should you, Nixos.” He gripped his friend’s arm and pulled him a step back. “We’ll wait out here. That way we can fetch help if anything goes wrong.”

Thoke gave a short nod before turning back. He respected the wisdom in such caution. Mithros, with the papyrus scroll still tucked securely under his arm, led Thoke further in toward the fountain. The chatter among the gathered people continued undisturbed, as if they hadn’t seen them—or as if Thoke simply wasn’t worth their attention.

Beyond the fountain, a wide staircase led up to the main house. It was flanked by columns supporting a protruding roof, and at the top, sitting with his back straight and his gaze cast outward, was a muscular man in a pitch-black tunic. Short-cropped black hair framed his sharp, clean-shaven face. His arms were folded across his chest, relaxed yet radiating an unshakable presence. Around him sat a group of men, all in dark clothing, all equally rigid in posture.

“That’s him,” Mithros said quietly. “Rydes.”

Rydes rose abruptly when he spotted the four uninvited guests. He stood high upon the steps leading to the villa’s main entrance, like a judge upon his throne. None of the hundred or so people in the courtyard had noticed them yet—conversation and laughter still flowed undisturbed.

“Mithros!” Rydes called, his voice deep but edged with steel. “Welcome! To what do I owe this... pleasure?”

A moment of silence rippled across the courtyard. Talk died away as though someone had doused a fire, and every head turned toward Thoke and Mithros. Curious eyes fixed on them—some wary, some calculating.

Rydes stood tall, his broad shoulders filling the black tunic. He smiled—a smile so strained it might as well crack. But Thoke saw it instantly. The smile never reached his eyes. In them lay something else—cold, measured, with a hint of disdain. He was performing for his audience, Thoke realized. A forced mask of courtesy.

“This is about the debt you’ve placed upon Kiduros,” Mithros declared, his voice carrying across the courtyard.

“Ah,” Rydes said. His gaze slid slowly over Mithros before settling on Thoke. “So, instead of paying his debt like an honorable man, Kiduros sends a barbarian to frighten me?”

A muted laughter rose from some of the seated guests, but it died instantly when Thoke stepped forward.

“This is no barbarian,” Mithros snapped. He extended an arm toward Thoke. “Poseidon has sent his son—Theseus—to put an end to you.”

A gasp swept through the crowd like a sudden gust of wind. Several guests rose halfway from their benches. Some widened their eyes; others instinctively stepped back. One man lost his grip on his wine cup—it crashed against the cobblestones, and dark red wine spilled across the stone like blood.

“Son of Poseidon, you say?” Rydes burst into laughter—a hollow, rolling laugh that tumbled down the steps like a stone sliding off a mountainside. He laughed so violently that he had to sit down on one of the steps, his shoulders shaking beneath the black tunic. Around him, the guests began to laugh as well, some nervously, others in genuine amusement, but the laughter died at once when he raised his hand for silence. “Theseus...” Rydes tasted the name as though it were an unfamiliar wine. “I’ve heard that name before...” He narrowed his eyes, as if trying to retrieve it from some dusty corner of memory, but nothing came. “A false demigod walks among us, sent here to frighten me? Me?” He laughed again—shorter this time, but dripping with the same scorn. Pointing a crooked finger down at Mithros, he said, “You should write this into your chronicles, Mithros.” Rydes rose to his feet and stepped further down the stairs. He spread his arms wide. “Today, before all these honorable men, I declare this: I am King Rydes of Crete!”

“You don’t think King Idomeneus might... disagree with that?” Mithros retorted dryly. “You know, the one who is actually king of Crete?”

“You speak of a king who has abandoned his people!” Rydes flung his arm toward the crowd, as if the entire island stood behind him. “Crete is ravaged again and again by the Sea People, and what does Idomeneus do? He sails off to war, taking his finest men with him, leaving us defenseless!” A low murmur of agreement rippled through the assembly. “And why? Because a Trojan prince stole a Greek princess! Sparta’s love affairs are not Crete’s war! We suffer while our king runs to serve his master, King Agamemnon, like an obedient dog!”

Some among the crowd now nodded openly. Rydes had a point, though the bitterness in his voice betrayed his own motives. Thoke had stood silent the whole time, but now he stepped forward.

“That does not concern me,” he said quietly, though his voice carried clearly across the square. “Leave Kiduros alone. Simple as that.”
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