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Prologue



Thetis of the Silver Feet rose from the depths of the hidden cove. Her son was already there, awaiting her arrival. With that odd, almost preternatural sense of calm that had been his to command even as a babe, he stood on the beach staring with quiet intensity at the distant, watery horizon. He had not yet noticed her, so she took the opportunity to study him carefully.


Though he had barely lived sixteen summers he more closely resembled the man and warrior he would become than the child she’d held at her bosom what seemed but a moment ago. He was magnificent – her golden eaglet, her pride, her heart – her Achilles. And today her soul wept for what Zeus’s oracle had revealed to her. Thetis wished she could deny the truth of it or even simply run from the choices the great god had revealed. But she, too, was a deity, born of the water, daughter of Nereus, an ancient sea god, and she knew all too well that the prophecies of the gods could not be avoided – that to run from them left only chaos and heartbreak and ruined lives in the wake of consequences. Fate could not be avoided, so it must be endured.


At least Achilles had been given a choice.


The small splinter of hope that thought gave Thetis was short-lived. It worked itself free of her heart as she continued to gaze at the wondrous man her son was becoming.


Before his conception the oracle had foretold that her son would be greater than his father – thus freeing her of the tiresome courtships of Zeus and Apollo. Neither god would ever have suffered a son to outshine him. She had eventually married Peleus, King of the Myrmidons. A slight smile touched her shapely pink lips. Peleus had desired her so desperately that compared to her smooth, white thighs the oracle’s predictions were inconsequential. Thetis tossed back her silver-blonde hair. She hadn’t, of course, been able to settle permanently with a mortal, king or not, but she did think of him fondly and often. Perhaps she would visit him later that night. He always welcomed her joyously into his bed and she would need the distraction of passion after hearing Achilles’ choice. Sadly she knew her son too well; what the oracle at Dodona had prophesied for him would, indeed, come to pass. Thetis drew in a deep breath and readied herself.


‘Achilles!’ she called to him.


His response was instantaneous. He turned toward her with a dazzling smile and a formal bow so deep and respectful that Hera herself would have been pleased.


‘Mother, what news from Dodona and Zeus’s oracle?’


Thetis glided to him, extending her soft hand. ‘Not even a hello for your mother? Are oracles and prophecies all you care about, my son?’


Achilles’ blue eyes, which were the exact color of the turquoise depths in which his mother had been born, sparkled with mischievous humor. ‘Forgive me great goddess of the sea!’ He took her hand, kissed it fondly, then tucked it around his already well-muscled arm as he led her from the warm Aegean waters. ‘And how is your health, Mother? Has it changed in the two days since last I saw you?’


She pushed at his shoulder, which felt even more rocklike than it had two days before when they’d taken lunch together in this very cove. ‘My health is perfect, as you very well know. And I am but a lowly sea goddess, not one of the Divine Twelve, so there’s no need to flatter me as such. As you also know very well.’


Achilles bent and kissed her quickly on her cheek. ‘You are my goddess, Mother, and more divine to me than any of the Twelve.’


Instead of replying with her usual good-natured banter Thetis met her son’s sparkling eyes and said sharply, ‘Do not jest about the gods. Were I to usurp one of the Twelve Olympians, even just in your mind, it would be a grave insult and my hubris could be punished severely.’


Achilles frowned. ‘What has happened, Mother?’


Thetis sighed and unwound herself from her son’s arm. Silently she walked to a chair-sized rock and sat. Then she looked up at her son. Where he was standing, with the sea at his back and the sun caressing his youthful body with its golden rays, he seemed for an instant like a gilded statue of himself, like something a great people – perhaps in the distant future – would erect of him to memorialize the remembered exploits of a warrior whose life had blazed like a comet and then burned out much too soon.


A shiver passed through Thetis’s body.


‘Mother?’ Achilles repeated. He began to walk toward her, but her upraised hand stayed him.


‘This will be easier if you remain there.’ Then she wouldn’t be tempted to clutch him to her as if he were still a babe, and beg him to be wise … to consider … Thetis drew another deep breath. When she finally spoke, her voice was emotionless, as if she were an oracle herself. ‘Zeus’s oracle presented two choices for you, Achilles.’ She closed her eyes and recited: ‘One path to the future will lead to a long, prosperous life. The Myrmidons will flourish under your rule. You will have a fruitful wife who will bear you many sons and daughters. You will know peace and tranquility and love. Your long life will be full and rich and you will die quietly in your bed when your beard is white, surrounded by those who love you. You will be deeply mourned, but eventually your name will be forgotten as just a speck in the countless sands of history.’ Thetis drew another deep breath and continued, still not opening her eyes.


‘Another path to the future will lead to acclaim that will outshine all other kings and warriors. You will lead the Myrmidons in battle with a red ferocity that will burn everything before you. Your fire will rage hot and high so that your name will be remembered for thousands of years in lands past the edge of the world. But like a fire that burns too hot too quickly, you will be consumed, and never see the close of thirty summers. Rage will destroy your life. You will only glimpse peace and love and tranquility – you will never know them.’ Thetis paused long enough to ready herself for what she knew she would see, and then she opened her eyes.


Achilles was already blazing. She’d known it when the oracle had spoken her son’s choices, but she couldn’t help the small hope she’d nurtured. Now, like a snuffed candle, hope was extinguished.


‘You must choose, my son, but take your time. Reason carefully. Remember, once your choice is made, Zeus had decreed your fate and your path will be set.’


Achilles’ grin was young and untamed. ‘I already know my choice, Mother!’ He lifted his arms to the sky, threw back his head, and shouted his decision to Olympus as a fierce prayer to the gods. ‘Divine Zeus, I honor you for the choices you have given me. I choose the life of a warrior and eternal fame!’ At that instant the heavens above him were split by a deafening crack of thunder and a massive lightning bolt, jagged and glowing, shot from the sky into Achilles’ body, driving the boy to his knees and filling him with a red, raw power that literally changed his visage, hardening the smooth cheeks. It seemed he actually grew, becoming taller and broader, becoming more of what he had once been. His eyes glowed with the rust color of old blood and his lips pulled back from his teeth in a feral snarl as, once again, he shouted his decision in a voice unrecognizable as his own, ‘I choose the life of a warrior and eternal fame!’


Tears spilled silently down Thetis’s cheeks as she watched her son choose to end his life too soon. He looked like a shining golden godling, her wonderful eaglet. Proud, beautiful, fierce and immortal.


But he wasn’t immortal. He would die in barely a breath of time. And she would watch as he blazed and burned out.


Bowing her head, Thetis sent up her own prayer to Olympus – not shouted with words, but spoken with the power of a mother’s broken heart.


‘Hera, Goddess of All Mothers, take pity on me. If it is possible, let my beloved son know love and peace before he dies. Athena, Goddess of War and Wisdom, I ask with my immortal soul that though he has chosen a warrior’s life, you give Achilles the wisdom to outlive his own youthful foolishness …’


Thunder clapped through the clear Greek sky and Achilles laughed with fierce joy, not noticing the lovely peacock who suddenly appeared beside his mother. The bird stretched out its royal neck to lay its sapphire head against the sea goddess’s thigh. Then, on the other side of her, a magnificent owl appeared, ethereal in its white feathers. The owl’s wise gaze met hers, and it regally bowed its head to Thetis. Then both divine birds disappeared in a glittering of diamond dust.



THIRTEEN YEARS LATER MOUNT OLYMPUS



‘I have to tell you darlings, the Trojan War is making my ass hurt,’ Venus said, glancing at Athena with one perfectly raised brow.


‘I don’t know why you’re looking at me like that,’ Athena bristled.


Athena, my friend, it could have something to do with the fact that you are Goddess of War,’ Hera said.


Add to that your obsession with Odysseus and his safety, which doesn’t help matters over there in Troy,’ Venus said. Then she lifted her empty goblet and called, ‘I’m out of ambrosia!’ Instantly a satyr galloped in with a glistening pitcher of the golden wine of the gods. Venus blew two kisses at the very male, very enthusiastic beast who wriggled appreciatively at the goddess’s attention, bowed low, nuzzled her feet and then trotted reluctantly from the room.


‘You spoil those creatures,’ Athena said, frowning after the satyr. And you’re the one who instigated Odysseus’s affection for me, remember?’ The gray-eyed goddess tossed her golden hair. ‘So our relationship is really your fault.’


‘If you weren’t so uptight maybe you would have a relationship instead of decades of sexual frustration and obsession,’ Venus mumbled.


‘What was that?’ Athena asked, narrowing her eyes.


‘I’m just saying—’


‘That the Trojan War has become entirely too tiresome,’ Hera interrupted neatly. ‘I’m especially disgusted by the new rumors. It was bad enough that Agamemnon and Menelaus blamed poor Helen for starting the war when it was their greed for the riches of Troy and their overblown male pride that was really responsible.’


Athena gave Venus a considering look. ‘Didn’t you have something to do with Paris’s infatuation with Helen?’


The Goddess of Love sniffed delicately. ‘Menelaus didn’t appreciate Helen’s beauty. The man was boorish and inconsiderate. All I did was create a little love spell to make the dolt jealous. I had no idea Paris would be so susceptible and Helen would be so needy.’


‘Whatever the cause,’ Hera said, ‘it is silly that the Greeks are blaming an entire war on one straying wife and the man who stole her away.’


‘Man? Paris is little more than a lust-filled boy which is exactly why I didn’t think my tiny inconsequential spell would create such a problem.’


‘As ridiculous as one woman causing an entire war, that rumor is nothing compared to what they’re saying now. Have you heard that the Trojans have proclaimed that the three of us instigated the entire Helen/Paris debacle? And I don’t mean a simple jealousy spell that got out of hand,’ Venus said.


‘Not that apple thing again? I heard that outlandish story months ago. I can’t believe it’s caught on and is being repeated,’ Athena said.


‘As if the three of us would actually participate in a beauty contest!’ Hera scoffed.


‘It’s Discord’s fault, you know. She was angry at not being invited to Peleus and Thetis’s wedding, so she started the rumor,’ Venus said. ‘I know it was her because in all the gossip I’m called Aphrodite. Discord knows I prefer my Roman name. It’s just like her to start rumors about me using the name I like least just to irritate me. I wasn’t even at that silly party!’


‘Discord does know how to annoy,’ Hera said.


‘No wonder she doesn’t get invited to many parties,’ Venus said.


‘The rumor is that Venus, or rather Aphrodite’ – Hera paused and smiled apologetically at Venus – ‘gave Helen to Paris as reward for his choosing you as the fairest of the three of us,’ Hera said.


‘I’ve heard that nonsense, too. Which is the main reason the war is making my ass hurt. I’m so done with the Greeks and Trojans blaming everything on women – goddesses in particular. Darlings, we really must do something to encourage this little war to end. Now.’


‘It’s been almost ten years. As far as I’m concerned that is nine years too long,’ Hera said.


‘Exactly,’ Venus said.


Agreed,’ Athena said.


‘So what do we do about it?’ Venus sighed. ‘They blame it on the women, but it’s the damnable men of the ancient world with their archaic attitudes that actually keep everything stirred up.’


‘You know it’s really not Odysseus’s fault.’ Athena spoke up quickly, as always, defending her favorite.


Venus snorted.


‘I believe you’re right, Athena,’ Hera said, nodding slowly. ‘Achilles and his rage is at the heart of the war.’


‘Yes,’ Athena said. ‘He’s definitely the problem. Take him and his Myrmidons out of the equation and the Greeks would probably lose heart and not be able to keep up the siege on Troy.’ Clearly annoyed, the goddess tapped one slim finger against the glass of her wine goblet. ‘We should have known he would come to no good all those years ago when Thetis invoked our aid. Had we acted then it would have saved us a lot of irritation.’


Hera sighed. ‘We didn’t act then because of the problems it would have caused between Zeus and me. Again.’


‘Would you please explain what you two are talking about?’ Venus said.


‘You know Thetis went to Zeus’s oracle at Dodona asking about her son’s future, don’t you?’ Hera asked the Goddess of Love.


‘Vaguely. Wasn’t it something about Achilles having a choice between fame and a long life?’


‘Yes, the impetuous boy chose fame, of course,’ Athena said. ‘And when he did, Thetis begged our aid. We heard her, and I know I for one meant to act.’ The goddess shrugged her lovely rounded shoulders. ‘It just never seemed the right time. And I will admit that it simply slipped my mind.’


‘I, too, meant to act. I suppose I allowed the trouble it would cause with Zeus to dissuade me. And then there is that terrible berserker rage Zeus gifted Achilles with. The moment his emotions are overly aroused – be they good or bad – it possesses him and then there is no reasoning with him.’ Hera lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘I hear that women are so terrified of him that he hasn’t even taken a lover in years.’


Venus snorted again. ‘Achilles needs a good dose of a strong, independent woman from the modern world. That would fix him right up and cure him of that berserker nonsense. Then he could be reasoned with. I’m sure now that he’s not a ridiculous adolescent he has some kind of sense and doesn’t particularly want to die before his hair even begins to gray.’ She paused to sip her ambrosia and noticed that Hera and Athena were staring at her. ‘What?’


‘I do believe the Goddess of Love may just have our solution,’ Athena said.


‘Yes, and if she brings the modern woman to Troy, Zeus certainly won’t hold me responsible for anything that happens because of it,’ Hera said.


‘So glad to help with your marital issues,’ Venus said sarcastically.


‘Will you do it or not?’ Athena asked, being her usual blunt self.


‘Of course I’ll help. I’m as sick as you two of the whole Trojan War issue – rumors and all.’ Venus brushed back her hair and sipped her ambrosia as she considered her next move. ‘I am very familiar with the city of Tulsa in the modern world. It would be a simple thing for me to point my oracle in that direction. Perhaps through some judicious eavesdropping I can discover the perfect woman for Achilles.’ She smiled and shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Once I find her I could simply zap her here. We can have a little chat with her about helping us reason with Achilles before I send her to the Greek camp. I suppose . . .’ Venus paused and sipped her wine while the other two goddesses waited impatiently for her to continue.


‘You suppose?’ Hera prompted.


‘I suppose we should offer the woman a lovely reward or whatnot for her services.’


‘Reward? Should it not be reward enough that she was chosen by a goddess?’ Athena said, frowning.


Venus rolled her eyes. ‘Athena, darling, you need to get out more. Modern mortals, especially modern mortal women, don’t bow down and simper and worship us like sycophants. It’s actually very refreshing to walk amongst them.’ Venus smiled, remembering her adventures in Tulsa and the eternal love she had won. ‘Just trust me on this one.’


‘A reward for the mortal sounds fine to me,’ Hera said while Athena glowered at Venus. ‘Why not grant her one boon? A favor from the Goddess of Love should satisfy any mortal, modern or otherwise.’


‘Excellent idea, Hera.’ Venus smiled impishly at Athena.


‘I think it sounds like a good plan,’ Hera said.


‘Yes, we are all in agreement,’ Athena said, although a little reluctantly.


Hera raised her glass. ‘ To the modernizing of Achilles and the end of the wretched Trojan War.’


‘And,’ Venus added with a smile, ‘to modern women.’





Chapter One



‘The Iliad? Did I hear you right? You’re reading that misogynistic mess?’ Jacqueline said as she searched through the pantry’s colorful collection of red wine for another Shiraz to open.


‘Are you having trouble sleeping? When I was in college Homer was a surefire remedy for insomnia,’ Kat said. ‘Jacky, if you’re looking for another bottle of the Coppola Shiraz, it’s still in the bag I left by the door.’


‘As usual you read my mind, Kat,’ Jacqueline called over her shoulder as she headed for the foyer of the chic home, doing a little impromptu shimmy in the full-length vintage beveled mirror that hung by the front door.


Laughing, Kat called after her. ‘Shake that thang, baby!’


Jacqueline snagged the bottle of Shiraz and shimmied back to the group.


‘I do wish I could move like that,’ Kat said.


‘Kat, honey, I love you, but y’all white girls do not have enough junk in your trunk to move like me. I am luscious.’ Jacqueline dragged the word out with a sexy purr as she ran her hands down her voluptuous body and made kissing noises at her best friend. Grinning, she disappeared into the kitchen to open the bottle and called, ‘So what were we saying?’


‘We were talking about poor dead Susie having to read the wretched Iliad.’ Kat winked at ‘poor dead Susie.’ ‘Remind us, just exactly why are you suffering through reading that thing?’


Susie, who owned the fabulous 1920s era home the group of friends met at twice a month for their girls’ night in, gave a long-suffering sigh and threw her hands up in frustration. ‘First, Katrina’, she used Kat’s full name in a very you’ve-been-bad-young-lady tone, ‘I’m not dead; I’m in college, so I only feel dead. Second, I’m reading the fucking Iliad because it is required reading by the asshole chauvinist professor in the third to last fucking class I have to finish before I am able to graduate and, finally, at the totally ridiculous age of forty-eight, get my damnable BA.’


‘Okay, tell us all again why a woman who is so incredibly successful that the utterly fab boutique that she started as a tiny women’s accessory store in a not-so-good part of Tulsa and is now located smack in the middle of totally posh Utica Square, as well as the Galleria in Dallas, the Magnificent Mile in Chicago, and delicious downtown Denver, feels like she has to get a piece of paper that says she’s smart?’ Kat said between sips from her tall, frosty champagne-filled flute.


‘No shit.’ Christy raised her red wine balloon glass. ‘I second that.’


‘I’ll third it.’ Heather raised her glass, then frowned at it. ‘And may I just say one more time that I will be so incredibly, amazingly, inexorably glad when I can get off this bubbly grape juice stuff and back to an excellent chardonnay that I may just pee myself with pleasure – or, perhaps, treat all of us to a boozy party. Heavy on the boozy part.’


‘Sounds good to me,’ Kat said. ‘The party part, not the peeing part.’


‘It’s just one more month. And you don’t want to pickle that baby,’ Christy said, reaching over and patting Heather’s very pregnant belly.


‘I know, but I’m dying for a glass of wine!’


‘Focus guys! We were sympathizing with Susie about the horrid essay she has to write over the wretched Iliad’, Jacqueline reminded them.


‘And I was saying that I don’t think she needs a piece of paper to show she’s “smart” when she’s already amazingly successful,’ Kat said.


‘Easily said by a woman with a masters in psych,’ Susie said and then hurried on before Kat could interrupt her. ‘Actually, every last one of you has that meaningless piece of paper – or a couple of them. Right?’ She pointed first at Jacqueline, ‘Ms. ER Nurse, you have a bachelor of science.’ Then at Heather, ‘You have a masters in education, don’t you?’


‘Guilty,’ Heather said.


‘Christy, you have a BS in physical fitness, don’t you?’


‘Yep, but if you want honesty I’ll tell you that I kick ass as a personal trainer because of my gym experience and not because my parents insisted I go to college way back when.’


‘Okay, I get that, but can you guys not see the common theme here? College is part of your success. Christy could probably still be a trainer without her degree, but Kat and Jacqueline could definitely not do their jobs without those pieces of paper and the knowledge they gained getting them. Right?’


Kat and Jacky nodded reluctantly.


‘And Heather, you couldn’t teach without the BS that came before getting your masters. Right?’


Heather sighed and patted her pregnant belly. ‘Right, but today not having to teach and not being on my swollen feet while I scream at high school students as my ankles continue to balloon would be a lovely thing.’


Jacqueline shuddered. ‘God, teenagers. They’re so nasty. I don’t know how you stand all of their hormones.’


‘You’ll get no argument from me. They’re disgusting creatures,’ Heather said.


‘You’re just grumpy because your ankles look like tree trunks. You used to like teaching, remember? Way back in Pre-pregnancy Land,’ Susie said.


‘I can’t remember back to a time when I wasn’t pregnant. I’ve always been this big and hideous.’


‘Honey, have a chocolate.’ Jacqueline passed the tray of truffles to her.


‘It’ll be better in a month or so,’ Kat said.


Heather gave Kat a tired smile and popped the truffle in her mouth. Around the orb of dissolving chocolate she said, ‘You know, Kat, it always amazes me how optimistic you are. What with all of those abusive asshole men you have to deal with in that clinic you run. I know if I had to deal with the jerks you’ve met I’d be a man-hating shrew, but you’re not.’ Heather peered at her like she was a science experiment. ‘You actually like men, don’t you?’


Kat’s laughter was uninhibited and contagious. ‘Yes, I definitely like men. And not all of the assholes I counsel are men – there are women jerks, too. Plus, they’re not all abusive assholes. Many of them actually come to me before they’ve graduated to full abusive asshole status.’


‘Just like me,’ Susie proclaimed. ‘I’m going to graduate some day.’


Jacqueline frowned. ‘Uh, Susie. I don’t think graduating to an abusive asshole is something to which you want to aspire.’


The older woman rolled her eyes. ‘I’m talking about my BA and not about their asshole-ish-ness. When I get out of this awful lit class in a couple months it’ll be way better. My final two classes are going to be a breeze. This is the last really horrid one I have to take. As soon as I get this stupid paper on The Iliad written I’ll feel lots better.’


‘I know!’ Kat said through the truffle melting on her tongue. ‘How about you write your paper on how ridiculous it is that women got blamed for every damn thing in the Trojan War? I mean, I haven’t read the thing in a zillion years.’ She wrinkled her brow. ‘Wait, I might never have actually read it and just faked my way through with the CliffsNotes, but what I do recall is that Helen took the fall for causing the war.’


‘Hey I remember that,’ Jacqueline said. ‘And wasn’t there something about three goddesses starting the whole thing?’


‘Yeah – Hera, Athena and Aphrodite,’ Susie said. ‘The goddess Discord was pissed about not getting invited to a wedding, so she threw a golden apple that read “for the fairest” into the group. None of the gods were stupid enough to judge that beauty contest, so a guy named Paris, who was the son of Priam, king of Troy, got stuck with the job. But he didn’t actually choose which goddess was the prettiest. He chose which bribe he liked best. Aphrodite offered him the most beautiful mortal woman in the world as his own. He took that bribe. Helen was the most beautiful mortal woman, but she was already married to the Greek king, Menelaus. Paris stole her from Menelaus, with Aphrodite’s blessing, and the Trojan War started.’


‘Huh.’ Jacqueline snorted. ‘Sounds like bullshit to me. I mean, please. Why would goddesses give a shit about what some mortal guy thought?’


‘That’s true, Jacky,’ Kat chimed in. ‘You’re not a goddess, but you rarely give a shit about men – mortal or otherwise!’


Jacqueline’s perfectly shaped brows went up almost far enough to reach the hairline of her short, curly, Halle Berry-like hair. ‘I’m not a goddess? Did you just say I’m not a goddess, Kat?’


Kat put her hands up in mock surrender. ‘It must be this bottle of champagne talking.’


‘How about that little “don’t give a shit about men” comment?’ Christy asked.


Jacky shrugged. ‘Whatever. I like men okay. In theory.’


‘See, that’s why Jacky and I are such perfect BFFs,’ Kat said. ‘I am an eternal optimist and she’s Ms. Pessimist. She reels me in when I get too far out there, and I remind her to give folks a chance – they’re not all bad.’


‘Folks aren’t all bad – men are another matter,’ Jacky grumbled.


‘Down, killer!’ Kat said.


Jacqueline fixed her dark chocolate eyes on her best friend. ‘I do believe I’m going to cut you off from your second bottle of champagne.’


Kat grinned at her. ‘No you’re not! Remember our deal – I pay for our cab and I get to drink entirely too much champagne.’


‘Uh, ladies, before you talk about calling cabs and such, could we please talk a little more about this paper I’m going to write for my jerk of a professor?’ From somewhere Susie had produced a thick, college-ruled notebook and a well-sharpened number two pencil, which she held at the ready.


‘Your jerk of a professor is not going to like a feminist paper,’ Kat said.


‘Hey, I said I wanted the BA. I didn’t say I wanted straight As.’ She grinned mischievously at her friends. ‘To misquote the fabulous Bonnie Raitt, “Let’s give him something to talk about.” ’


Venus laughed aloud. ‘Darlings! This is exactly why my oracle found you.’ She cooed and clapped her hands even though the group of modern mortal women could not hear the goddess and were oblivious that she observed them through her shining oracle, which acted like an infinitely long telescope from Olympus to Tulsa. Venus focused her vision on the woman with the infectious laugh, sparkling blue eyes and the adorable nickname of Kat.


‘By Hermes’ flamingly gay buttocks, she is absolutely perfect!’ The goddess held up a manicured finger for each point she ticked off. ‘She counsels men, so she should be able to handle Achilles and that silly berserker rage issue of his. She’s optimistic and likes men.’ The goddess’s smile was sultry. ‘Liking men is always a plus when seducing them. And she’s astute enough to know intuitively the falseness of the ridiculous fiction about the Trojan War that has been repeated for …’ – Venus paused and grimaced in annoyance – ‘longer than I would have believed possible.’ Venus focused her attention back on the little group of girlfriends and laughed along with them as she listened to them composing a very funny, very literate, very feminist essay for the professor they were calling Mr. Anus.


Venus liked all five of the women, which made her even surer that Kat was a suitable choice for the goddesses’ mission. A woman’s friends reflected who she was – and Venus definitely liked the reflection she was seeing from Tulsa. She especially liked the exotic-looking Jacqueline, who was obviously Kat’s closest friend among the group. Jacky, as they called her, was sassy and saucy and compelling with her quick wit and her lovely caramel-colored skin. Venus considered for a moment whether she may be a better choice than Kat – and decided no, Jacqueline was wonderful, but Kat had more of the much-needed skills to conquer Achilles. Besides, Jacqueline’s lovely dark skin would be too hard to explain among the golden Greeks. ‘More’s the pity for them,’ Venus mumbled.


Venus narrowed her study down to Kat, concentrating with all of her vast powers. The Goddess of Love smiled in relief. No, Kat was not in love with any mortal man. Had she been, Venus, who was Love personified, would have sensed it. Actually, now that she was thinking about it, the goddess realized that out of the five of them, only the very pregnant Heather was committed to and in love with a man. ‘Well …’ Venus drummed her fingers on the side of the marble oracle. ‘Perhaps when I’ve finished with this little Trojan War issue I’ll return for some lovely matchmaking.’ The thought made Venus hum happily. Finding a lover for the fabulous Jacqueline would be her first order of business.


‘No!’ Venus reined in her enthusiasm. ‘First Achilles. Then I can dabble with matchmaking in the modern mortal world.’ She grinned. ‘Again.’


But first things first. She needed to bring Kat from the modern world to Olympus, which would not be particularly difficult. The goddess raised her hands and began summoning the power that as one of the Twelve Olympians would eternally be hers to command. The air between her palms started to shimmer with tiny specks of energy brilliant as miniature diamonds. As soon as Kat was alone, Venus could reach through the oracle and transport her to the portal from the modern world to Olympus that stood open, but invisible, in Tulsa. Then Venus would simply zap herself there and speak with Kat briefly. The goddess tapped her chin as she considered. She’d probably have to work some kind of obvious magic to prove to the mortal that she was truly Venus, Goddess of Love. But that shouldn’t take long. She’d get that over with, and then return to Olympus with the mortal and call Hera and Athena here to her temple so that they could all explain in detail to the girl what was needed from her.


As her mortal friend, Pea Chamberlain, would say, easy-peasy.


Still building the power between her hands, Venus looked down through the oracle to see a giggling Kat and Jacqueline making their way more than a little unsteadily down the front steps of Susie’s pretty home to a waiting car. Venus laughed. ‘Good thing they aren’t driving. Neither of them appears to be sober enough to handle one of those metal machines.’ Nor were either of them – specifically Kat – sober enough to bring to Olympus that night. Well, that was probably for the best. She needed to get with Hera and Athena again and decide the best way to move Kat into Achilles’ camp. Kat would need to have some kind of royal status … or perhaps one of them could appear to Achilles and foretell the coming of a priestess who would need his protection …


Venus sighed. This might be more complicated than she’d originally thought it would be. But no matter. She’d just use the oracle to follow Kat home – make note of where the mortal woman lived – and then pay her a little divine visit on the morrow.


Smiling, Venus turned her attention back to the oracle in time to see the huge Suburban run through the stop sign and crash into the little yellow car that held Kat and Jacqueline.


‘No! Stop!’ Venus screamed, instantly throwing the power she’d been generating through her oracle to protect and surround the car, freezing time temporarily so that the scene looked like a gruesome painting. But even as she gave the command she knew it was already too late. Venus drew a deep breath and waved her hands over the oracle. ‘Let me see Katrina and Jacqueline,’ she said solemnly.


The oracle’s vision telescoped inside the crushed car. Venus’s breath caught in a sob of sympathy. The women must have seen the accident coming. They’d thrown their arms around each other so that now they looked like broken dolls clinging to one another. Kat had a horrid gash on her head and her neck was turned in an unnatural angle. Jacqueline was closest to the spot of impact. Her chest had been completely crushed.


The two women were dead.


Venus felt a terrible sense of loss out of all proportion with how briefly she’d known the mortals. ‘I should have been paying closer attention. I should have been able to stop it from happening,’ she whispered in a tired, broken voice. ‘They were so young – so vibrant. Their lives were cut off too soon.’ As the goddess watched, two glowing golden orbs lifted from the broken bodies of the mortal women. Venus’s eyes widened. ‘Maybe there is something I can do!’ Focusing her power she spoke the command through her oracle.


‘Alight with life and love these spirits are – free to begin anew, to travel far. So Love herself commands of you – spirits, come to me to complete the task I would have you do!’ Venus threw more power into the oracle and, like a flame drawing the mortals fluttering spirits, the souls of Katrina and Jacqueline lifted immediately to enter the stream of energy the goddess created until, with a sound like a champagne bottle being uncorked, they popped through the marble basin to hover in the air in front of the goddess.


When she glanced back through her portal she saw the yellow car burst into fierce flame.


Venus sighed. ‘Well, darlings, now what are we going to do?’





Chapter Two



‘You did what!’ Athena sputtered (unattractively, Venus noted) as she stared wide-eyed at the glowing orbs that held the two mortal spirits.


‘Well, I couldn’t just let them die!’ Venus said defensively, patting the orb that floated closest to her. ‘It was just too awful and too soon. They’re both so young.’


‘Mortals die. Period. You shouldn’t have interfered with what Fate decreed for them,’ Athena said.


‘Oh, please! These are modern mortals. They don’t believe in Fate.’


Hera rushed into Venus’s oracle chamber. ‘What has happened? I came as soon as the satyr gave me the emergency message and I—’ The goddess broke off as she caught sight of the floating orbs. Her smooth brow wrinkled. ‘Are those mortal spirits?’


‘They are indeed,’ Athena said.


‘Well, what ever are they doing here? Are they lost?’


‘No. They are not lost. They are the spirits of two modern mortal women and Venus brought them here.’


Venus frowned at Athena. ‘Are you having regular orgasms, Athena? If not, that could be why you’re always so grumpy and judgmental.’


‘Venus!’ Hera’s voice was sharp, reminding the Goddess of Love that she was in the presence of the Queen of Olympus. ‘Why are the spirits of modern mortals in this chamber?’


‘One of them’ – Venus paused, studied the orbs and finally pointed at the one closest to her – ‘this one, I think, is the spirit of the mortal woman I have chosen to help us out with our Achilles problem. The other is her best friend.’


‘Which still doesn’t explain why their souls are here in Olympus instead of in their bodies back in the modern mortal world where they belong,’ Hera said.


‘They can’t be in their bodies because their bodies are dead,’ Athena said. ‘Actually, burned to nothing but ash.’


‘Burned? Dead? But how could you choose a burned-up dead mortal for Achilles?’ Hera rubbed her temple with one hand; the other she waved gracefully before her, plucking the goblet of ambrosia out of the air when it appeared and taking a long drink of it.


‘It’s all really very easy to explain,’ Venus said, sending Athena a dark look.


‘Then explain. Please,’ Hera said.


‘I chose the mortal woman for Achilles when she was alive. Then there was an accident while she and her friend were leaving a party and, well, they were killed. I simply could not stand it. They were so young and happy. And,’ she added pointedly, ‘Kat was so completely perfect for Achilles.’


‘So you brought their bodiless spirits here?’ Hera paused and sighed. ‘Venus, I understand how easy it is to get attached to mortals, but you didn’t do these women a favor. They should be on their way to the Afterlife that awaits them. There is nothing we can—’ Abruptly Hera’s voice broke off. A look of shock passed over her lovely face and the goblet of ambrosia slid through her hand to shatter on the marble floor.


‘Hera! What is it?’ Venus cried as she and Athena rushed to her side.


The goddess’s face had gone horribly white. ‘My priestesses! They are sobbing for me.’


‘Here, sit. Breathe deeply and tell us what has happened.’ Venus guided Hera over to a soft chaise as Athena conjured a fresh goblet of ambrosia, which she held to Hera’s lips, but the goddess waved the drink away.


‘It’s the Greeks. They are sacking my temple that rests just outside the westernmost wall of Troy.’ She passed a shaky hand over her eyes as if to wipe the image from her mind. Hera looked up at the two goddesses. ‘I don’t understand this. My temples do not get sacked. I am Goddess of the Home and Hearth, Goddess of Marriage and Family, Queen of Olympians. There is no reason to defile me.’ Hera weaved a little like she was going to faint. ‘I have to sit down.’


‘You are sitting down,’ Athena said.


‘What do I do?’ Sweat broke out over the goddess’s too white face. ‘My priestesses are beseeching me!’


‘I don’t know!’ Venus sat heavily on the bench next to Hera, took the ambrosia goblet from Athena and drained it in one gulp. ‘I’m Goddess of Love. People fornicate in my temples, which I don’t consider defilement. Once in a while a bereft lover – a slightly crazy one at that – will hurl himself on his sword, but that really can’t be helped.’


‘I know what to do.’


Venus and Hera looked up to see Athena putting on the war helmet that had just materialized.


‘Do I need to remind you that I am Goddess of War?’


Venus and Hera shook their heads in tandem.


‘Then let us go. No one defiles one of our temples and gets away with it.’ Athena’s hard gray eyes narrowed. ‘Or you two could stay here. Zeus will probably be angry that I’ve become involved.’


Slowly Hera stood. Her knees were clearly unsteady but her voice was sharp as flint. ‘Zeus and his orders to stay out of it be damned! No one who attacks my priestesses will go unpunished.’


Venus and Hera exchanged a glance. ‘We’re going with you,’ said the Goddess of Love. ‘If Zeus is going to be angry let him be angry at all of us.’


‘So be it,’ Athena said. ‘Stay close to me.’


Before the three goddesses disappeared Venus waved her hand in the direction of her oracle and a shimmering circle appeared around it, holding the two spirit orbs safely within its shell.


They materialized in the aftermath of destruction.


‘Oh no!’ Hera sobbed. Then she straightened her spine and pressed her lips tightly together. ‘These are my women. I cannot fail them,’ the goddess said grimly before beginning to move toward the first of the crumpled bodies.


‘Stay with her. I’ll deal with the butchers who are still here,’ Athena told Venus before striding swiftly from the room toward the distant shrieks and muffled cries that were coming from the exterior of the temple.


Feeling sick to her stomach, Venus joined Hera as she bent over a woman’s broken body. As were the rest of the women in this interior room of the temple, the dead mortal was wearing the sky blue linen robes of those who swear to the service of the Queen of Olympus. Venus thought that the fresh scarlet of her blood looked grotesque and a supreme defilement in this temple of Hera’s that was usually filled with the soothing colors of pastels, the lovely scent of sweet incense and the music of women’s laughing voices.


‘She was one of my most elderly priestesses.’ Hera’s voice was thick with tears. ‘She tended this temple for more than forty years.’ The goddess touched the dead woman’s head. ‘Let your journey to the Elysian Fields be swift and peaceful,’ she murmured, and the air around them stirred with the power of Hera’s prayer. Hera looked at Venus. ‘We must bless all of them.’


‘Of course.’ Venus squeezed her friend and queen’s hand, and then the two of them began to make their way from body to body, bestowing on each fallen priestess an eternal blessing for peace and happiness.


It was at the base of Hera’s statue in the innermost sanctum that they found them – two young women who had died with their arms wrapped protectively around each other. The dark-haired woman had a ghastly head wound. The blonde who had joined her in death had been skewered through the chest by a sword.


‘Sacrilege! Blasphemy!’ Hera hissed the words, her sorrow and horror at last being replaced by righteous anger. ‘These two aren’t even my priestesses. Clearly they were here beseeching my blessing.’ The goddess pointed to the spilled goblet of wine and the broken jar of honey that lay discarded and ruined beside their bodies.


‘She looks familiar.’ Venus pointed to the dark-haired woman. ‘Isn’t that lovely purple and gold trim on her stola worn only by those of the royal house of Troy?’


‘Hera!’ Athena’s shout interrupted them. The gray-eyed goddess burst into the inner room. She was spattered with blood and carrying a young, blue-robed woman in her arms. The woman groaned and, with a strangled cry, Hera rushed to her, helping Athena to lay her gently on the marble floor. The Queen of Olympus used her lap to pillow the fallen woman’s head.


Venus peered down at the woman – and realized she was really only a girl, barely out of puberty. She had a terrible sword slash in her upper arm, which was flooding her and Hera in bright rivulets of fresh blood. Her eyes were closed, but she moaned again, proving she was definitely alive.


‘Who did this?’ Hera’s voice was cold and hard.


‘They were Agamemnon’s men. This girl told me that most of them had already taken the priestesses of their choice and returned to the Greek camp. I made sure that the few who lingered will be camping in the darkened regions of the Underworld tonight,’ she said fiercely.


‘We must heal her.’


‘Heal her?’ Athena frowned.


‘Yes, the three of us. We must heal her,’ the Queen of Olympus repeated, looking beseechingly at her two friends.


‘Did you want us to turn her into a graceful tree or perhaps an ever-flowing fountain to symbolize your weeping?’ Athena asked.


‘No, I want you to help me heal her. She stays as she is.’


‘Very unusual,’ Athena said. ‘We usually save mortals by changing them into something else.’


Venus rolled her eyes. ‘You really need to loosen up.’ Resolutely she grasped Hera’s hand, then held her other hand out for Athena. ‘Yes, healing the child is exactly what we will do,’ Venus said.


The Goddess of War frowned and muttered, ‘This isn’t usually how it’s done,’ but took the goddess’s offered hand in hers, and then completed the divine circle by holding Hera’s hand, too.


Venus was just composing a lovely healing rhyme in her mind when Hera’s angry voice shot out.


‘Hear me, Fate. With the power of this goddess circle I do erase this mortal child’s wound and command that she survive this brutal attack!’


Venus and Athena gasped as they felt the immediate electric drain of divine power course through their palms and slam into the girl priestess who still lay with her eyes closed in Hera’s lap. The girl’s back bowed as her body glowed, and then, just as suddenly as it had happened, the light and power were gone, and with a small cry, the girl sat up. Automatically her hand lifted to feel the ugly wound on her arm – then her eyes widened as she found nothing but healthy, newly healed skin there. Her gaze went immediately to Hera.


‘My Goddess!’ she cried in a soft, musical voice. ‘It is you. I thought I was being granted a beautiful dream before my death.’


Hera smiled and touched the girl’s cheek. ‘You shall not die today, child. What is your name?’


‘Eleithyia,’ she said, bowing her head down so that it touched the floor beside Hera. ‘Forgive me for not protecting your temple, Great Goddess!’


‘Sweet daughter Eleithyia, this desecration is not your fault. I do not expect my priestesses to battle warriors! Arise, child, and have no fear that you have displeased me. I only wish I had known about this defilement sooner so that I could have saved the other priestesses.’


Slowly, the girl raised her head to stare with wide, adoring eyes at Hera. ‘We had no warning. For all these years the Greeks have left the temples outside the city walls in peace. There was no reason to believe that they would attack so suddenly.’ Eleithyia bit her lip to keep from crying.


‘Eleithyia, you said Agamemnon’s men stole Hera’s priestesses?’ Athena said.


The girl bowed her head respectfully to Athena before answering. ‘That is what they said, Athena. First they came pretending to be nonviolent. Their leader, Talthybios, said that Agamemnon was angry. His war bride, Khryseis, had been returned to her father, and Achilles refused to part with his own war bride, Briseis, so they were looking for a fair young maiden to take her place and appease their king.’


Athena nodded her head. ‘I heard Artemis speaking of this. Khryseis is daughter to one of Apollo’s favorite priests. Artemis was so angered by this that she rained darkness and death over the Greek camp until they returned the girl.’


‘Artemis and Apollo do get very upset when either has been insulted,’ Venus said. ‘It’s that whole twin mentality.’


‘Yes, we all know how touchy the two of them can be,’ Hera said impatiently. ‘But did you note that the trouble always harkens back to Achilles?’ The other two goddesses nodded, in complete agreement once again with their queen. ‘Go on, Eleithyia. You were saying that the Greeks came to the temple after Khryseis had been returned to her father,’ Hera prompted.


Eleithyia ran a shaky hand over her brow. ‘Yes, they were so charming and handsome that, at first, we thought they only jested about coming to take us away, and we laughed with them. Of course we explained to them that those of us sworn to the service of the Great Goddess could not become war-prize brides. They seemed to understand. Then they saw Leis.’ She paused. Shuddering she drew a deep breath before she could continue. ‘Leis is a great beauty and only recently sworn to your service, Goddess.’


Hera nodded. ‘I do, indeed, remember the fair Leis taking her vows.’ A shadow crossed the goddess’s lovely face. ‘But I do not remember seeing her body amongst the dead. Is she here?’


Eleithyia shook her head, tears leaking down her cheeks. ‘No. The Greeks took her. We tried to stop them, and the men became outraged that we would reject them. They cut down any of us who got in their way.’ The girl’s shoulders shook but she forced herself to talk through her sobs. ‘They even defiled your innermost sanctuary Great Goddess. They found the princess there, and murdered her at the base of your statue.’


‘That’s why she looked familiar to me. They’ve killed King Priam’s youngest daughter, Polyxena!’ Venus said.


Eleithyia nodded. ‘The princess’s handmaiden, Melia, comes here often to pray for your aid in ending the war so that her mistress’s marriage with the young king of Sardis can finally take place. Today Polyxena accompanied Melia to pour libations and burn incense.’ Tears flooding her face, Eleithyia looked up at her goddess. ‘The Greeks struck the princess with less remorse than they would have cut down one of their horses.’


‘What a terrible waste,’ Hera said. ‘She was so young – had so much of her life yet to live. It couldn’t have been Fate’s plan to have her leave the mortal realm so soon.’


Venus’s sudden gasp had Hera looking questioningly up at her.


‘That’s it! That’s our answer.’


‘What ever are you babbling about?’ Athena snapped.


‘It’s perfect, really.’ Venus pointed to the inner sanctum. ‘There are two bodies right in there. Two lovely, young, soulless bodies. And in my temple I just happen to be the proud possessor of two bodiless souls.’


‘You’re not implying we should—’


‘Of course I’m not implying,’ Venus interrupted Athena. ‘I’m saying outright. We just fixed up Eleithyia’s body with no problem. The three of us can certainly do the same to Polyxena and Melia. Then I retrieve the modern mortal souls, place them in the new bodies, and Polyxena becomes Achilles’ new war bride.’


‘But, Goddess, Achilles already has Briseis for a war-prize bride,’ Eleithyia said in her sweet, shy voice.


Venus smiled down at her. ‘Not after your goddess pays a little visit to Agamemnon, he won’t.’


‘Me?’ Hera said.


‘Certainly. You’re Goddess of Marriage. You’ll simply appear to Agamemnon and tell him that his worries would be so much less if he had his war bride replaced, and you happen to know that Briseis would make the perfect little bride for him.’


‘I don’t even know the girl. And I certainly cannot stand that wretched Agamemnon and his overbearing arrogance,’ Hera said.


‘It may just work,’ Athena said.


‘Of course it will work.’ Venus smiled approval at Athena. ‘While Hera is appearing to Agamemnon you’ll be paying the lovely Thetis a visit. Have her tell her son that she wants him to withdraw from the battle because of the disrespect Agamemnon has shown him in stealing his bride. Then mention as a little aside that she has arranged for a new war bride for him – a royal maiden who meets with her approval because she’s not like the typical silly women he’s used to. That should intrigue him.’


Athena narrowed her shrewd gray eyes at the Goddess of Love. ‘In the meantime you will be readying our Polyxena for the role she will play in this.’


‘Exactly. She needs to keep Achilles busy – too busy to consider rejoining the battle. She can also work on that nasty temper of his and perhaps love, or an earthy, lusty version of love, can reach the man inside the beast.’ Venus grinned mischievously. ‘Let’s face it, Zeus prophesized Achilles’ early end years ago, then he probably forgot all about it. You know how busy the King of Olympus is. If Achilles himself were to turn from his fated future, Zeus would, more than likely, allow his destiny to change.’ Venus grinned at Hera. ‘Especially if Zeus’s wife were to exert some of her influence’ – the Goddess of Love purred the word – ‘on her husband.’


Hera sighed. ‘Your plan sounds convoluted, complex and open to errors.’


‘Exactly why it is so perfect, darling,’ Venus said. ‘Love is never simplistic, and Love is running this show.’


‘May all the gods and goddesses help us,’ Athena muttered.


Venus ignored her. ‘So, do we fix up those bodies for the two souls, or do we just stand here looking beautiful?’


‘Let’s get to work. I’ve had more than enough of the Trojan War,’ Hera said.


‘At least that is something with which all three of us agree,’ Athena said.


‘Absolutely,’ Venus said.


The three goddesses strode into Hera’s inner sanctum with the utterly confused Eleithyia trailing after them.





Chapter Three



‘I don’t know why we have to heal both bodies. The mortal woman you’ve chosen for Achilles is going to take Polyxena’s body. Shouldn’t we just send the other on her way to wherever it is dead modern mortals go?’ Athena said.


Venus shook her head in disgust. Athena, you need more girlfriends. We’re going to zap a modern mortal into an ancient princess’s body and ask her to do our bidding. Oh, and, by the way, that little memory she has of an accident where she and her best friend are killed? Well, yes, that’s unfortunate, but whatever. We needed her, so her best friend is toast. She should just go about our business and forget about her.’


‘The problem with that is?’ Athena said. And what does toast have to do with it?’


Venus rolled her lovely eyes. ‘It’s just an expression. A modern mortal expression that means done, over with.’


And the problem with asking one mortal do so something for us without including her friend is that modern mortal women are different than ancient women,’ Hera explained patiently. ‘They’re independent and smart and not used to bowing down and taking orders. Actually, now that I think about it, they’re a lot like goddesses.’


‘Exactly what I’ve been trying to tell her,’ Venus said.


‘I don’t think I like that.’ Athena frowned.


‘I don’t think you’re going to like the lines that will start appearing on your face if you don’t stop frowning so much,’ Venus said.


‘And I don’t think you’re going to like what happens if you rouse the anger of the Goddess of War,’ Athena said.


‘Enough!’ Hera’s voice shot out, ringing powerfully against the walls of her temple. Then she closed her eyes briefly and drew a deep breath. ‘Your bickering is getting in the way of what we must do here. More importantly, it’s giving me a headache.’ The Queen of the Gods glanced at little Eleithyia, who was cowering in a corner. ‘And you’re scaring my priestess, who has already had enough stress for one day.’


Venus and Athena muttered apologies.


‘Now, let us get this done.’ Hera gave the two goddesses one more severe look before turning to Eleithyia. ‘We’ll need a ceremonial goblet filled with the temple’s very best wine. Can you get that for me?’

OEBPS/images/9780748119028.jpg
o New York Times Bestselling
" Author of the

House of Night

Series

A Goddess Summoning Novel

GODDESS
#TROY

P.C. CAST





