Chapter 1

Pieram, in the province of Attica, Greece

During the reign of the Archon Draco


The small child inched her way up the irregular rock cliff edging slowly toward the secret place.  A blast of wind whipped some strands of white blond hair across her face, stinging her tender cheeks.  Ignoring the pain, she clung precariously to the face of the steep bank with both hands and shook her head to clear her eyes.  These bright blue eyes danced with anticipation as she looked up and saw that she was nearly to her goal.


The heartless wind tried again to dislodge the small invader by coiling her robe around her calves, binding her legs together, nearly causing her to topple from the ledge.  Undaunted, she reached down with one hand and hiked the robe high, tucking it into her rope belt to prevent it from stopping her again.  She had barely taken another step when another blast of air slapped at her like a huge hand trying to swat her from the mountain out of which was carved the sacred ornate altar of Hecate.  But she was nearly to the top and the prize was much too precious for her to give up now.


Only she knew about the small opening that led to the cave inside the mountain.  This was a place that was hers alone, a place where she could play with the doll she had so carefully hidden inside.


Playthings were strictly forbidden at the temple of Hecate.  The sacred holy place positioned on the outskirts of the city of Pieram in the heart of the Greek Empire of Attica, was dedicated to the ways of the night and its goddess.  Hecate was a most selfish deity, demanding extreme and absolute tribute from all her subjects with no room for distractions of any type, particularly among the girl‑children who were being trained in her ways and rites.


When Hecate's rules were observed, the night passed silently into day.  But when defied, she let loose her power and her rage descended upon the Earth bringing storms and destruction.  Animals howled with fright and it was said that her ghosts roamed freely from the underworld.


The High Priestess, Magna, directed this austere coven ruthlessly and without question.  In the dark light of the moon, the High Priestess experienced Hecate's sorcery and witchcraft and the powers of the herbs of the goddess came alive.  According to strict tenets, these rites were carefully observed and only one was ever performed during the light of day.


Barely seven, the child Alliya didn’t understand such things.  She liked to cuddle her straw doll and pretend to be its mother.  She never knew her own mother, only the Priestesses and Handmaidens of Hecate who had raised her since birth when she had been sold to the sect.  


Try as she may, Alliya could not hold fast to all that was expected of her.  She struggled to be a good child during the long hours of seemingly infinite drills, but in her heart, she longed to be held and cuddled and allowed to play as she saw the children of the city play during some of her trips to the market with Teela, a temple handmaiden.   


Alliya’s feelings confused her, distracting her from her studies and tormenting her dreams.  The only thing she knew for sure was that she feared the dark goddess above everything.  That’s why the climb was so important.  On days when the fears threatened to swallow her like one of Hecate’s vile hounds of the night, she came to the cave to cuddle close to her doll.  Today was one of those days.


When she finally reached the opening to the cave, the sun had just become visible on the horizon.  Glancing over both shoulders to be sure that she was alone, she quickly slipped inside.


The air within the hollow was cold and damp and she shivered at the abrupt change in temperature.  She pulled her modest robe even tighter around her body and blinked to accustom her eyes to the dimness before making her way to the front.  There, by a small crack in the wall, lay the most precious thing in her world, the small doll.


Gathering it up, she pressed the crude straw figure to her cheek and rocked back and forth with joy.  A simple toy, made with bit of broom straw and scraps of discarded fabric from ritual temple garments, Teela had secretly fashioned the toy for Alliya one evening after prayers.  To Alliya, it soon became more precious than gold.


The rising sun filtered light through a jagged crack in the wall fell to the floor of the cave in long, dusty, white ribbons and caught Alliya's attention.  "See Treina," she said, pressing the doll to the irregular break, "See the altar below?  It's a special place that only special people like Magna can go.  No one else is supposed to see the sacred ritual that will be performed on this most holy day.  But I’ll see it.  I'm going there today."  Alliya angled the doll downward and continued.  "See those stairs behind the altar?  I'm going to wear a beautiful white dress and walk up the stairs."  She pulled the doll close to her chest and spun in a circle.  "Teela says it's because I'm perfect that I get to be the Gift to Hecate during this time of the Great Rite.  Teela checks all the time to make sure I don’t have any marks on my body.  The Gift has to be perfect or Hecate might get mad and punish us all."  She stopped her playful spinning.  "Oh, you do remember Teela, don't you? She made you for me.  Teela says this is the highest honor anyone could have.  She promised I would be happy after today because I'll see Hecate.  But even better than that, once the rite is completed Hecate will see that I'm really a good girl and let me be a priestess when the time comes.”   Even as she said the words, Alliya felt heaviness settle into her heart.  Teela had to be right.  There could be no other life than serving the goddess even if Alliya wished it with all her might.


For right now, however, the only thing that was truly important was her doll.  Balanced on tiptoes, Alliya danced around the rock cavern with the straw figure folded into the protective circle of her arms.  During the next few minutes, Alliya and her special friend shared the forbidden joys of childhood.  This happiness, absolutely taboo outside the walls of the damp cave, lit up this small child's face like the morning sunrise was lighting the new day.


"I have to go now, Treina" Alliya said sadly as the sunlight crept higher across her face through the break in the cave.  She cuddled the doll close to her cheek.  "Oh, don’t cry.  You do understand how important this day is, don’t you?  I will be back tomorrow and we can play more.  But for now you must be quiet.  If anyone finds out about this place, they will be angry and I'll be beaten."  Standing on tiptoes, she wedged the doll into the widest part of the cracked wall.  "There.  Now you can see me and I’ll know you are watching.  Tomorrow I'll be back.  I promise." 


Alliya quickly made her way to the opening.  Once outside, she turned and wistfully gave one long look back then slowly began to work herself earthward, the winds kinder to her on the climb down.  Occasionally she would slip, sending tiny rocks tumbling to the ground when the ledge became thin and the footing turned precarious.  Pressing herself as close as she could to the uneven rock face, she wriggled in her descent until she reached the last long drop before the ground.  Stretching out her tiny fingers, she braced herself and grabbed onto a small rock that jutted out of rock face.  Slowly lowering one leg, she eased herself down until the tip of her toe touched the top of another rock.  Just as she began to place all her weight on her lower leg, the rock shelf gave way sending her tumbling the rest of the way down the cliff.  After what seemed like forever, she landed on the soft grass below.


Momentarily shaken and afraid someone heard her cry out, Alliya lay perfectly still at the foot of the incline until her heartbeat slowed to a more normal pace.  Then, rising up on her forearms, she cautiously scanned the area.  Only when the acute silence convinced her disturbance had gone undetected did she dare stand.  


But as she brushed the dirt from her robe, her eyes grew wide in denial.  Much to her horror, a stain began to spread on her robe high on her thigh where she had swiped her hand.  Hiking up the garment, she saw a wide gash on her upper thigh.  All the color left her cheeks as a tiny river of red spread.


She ran to a nearby stream and washed the sticky liquid from her leg.  Frantically she attempted to push the edges of the cut back together, her young mind praying that they would stay together and heal back to perfection before the sun reached the apex of the sky.  Tears began to form in her eyes.  Perhaps if she simply kept her skirt down, no one would notice.  It had to work.  Hecate would be angry if she sees this, Alliya thought biting hard on her lower lip.  The ritual gift had to be perfect. Teela always said so.


Running as fast as she could back the children's section of the temple, she silently slipped inside.  Once safe on her mat, she pulled the sheet over her head and shut her eyes as tightly as she could manage.  She listened anxiously for the soft tinkling of the waking bell, but could only hear the deep thump of her own heart.


Over and over the teaching of her goddess rolled in her mind.  The gift had to be flawless; there could be no marks.  If anyone ever found out about the cut on her leg, she wouldn't be important anymore.  Magna would be really angry with her for defying the goddess.  Worse than that, she would be replaced and all the other children would laugh at her.


She had to be the gift, she just had to be, she thought over and over as she pulled the sheet even more tightly around her head.  Closing her eyes, she tried to strike a bargain with the gods.  I'll be real good, she promised.  No more sneaking outside the stonewalls, no more smuggling fruit to the other children.  If the cut would heal quickly,  the ceremony could go on as planned.  She waited for a sign father Zeus, but heard only the metallic ring of the morning bell announcing Teela's arrival into the room.


"Rise children" Teela's voice commanded in gentle tones.  "We have a wonderful day ahead and much to do in order to prepare."


Teela glided into the large room that housed nine girls, aged five to eleven.  The infant children were quartered elsewhere and cared for by other handmaidens until the age of five when they came forward and began intense study in the customs and ceremonies of Hecate.  When the children reached the age of twelve, they were considered passing into the age of womanhood.  From twelve to twenty, they were trained to become a priestess, learning the ways of the night and the spells and powers of sorcery.  Upon their twentieth year, the women were initiated into the society of Hecate and marked with the blue crescent moon of service to the goddess.


Teela, herself, had been in service for many years, but had not ascended to the plain of priestess.  A little past thirty now, she was already plumping around the middle despite the long hours of hard labor.  Her brown eyes were soft and kindly with tiny lines radiating from their edges and sweeping upward to meet her temple.  In the braid she always wore at the back of her head, threads of silver were already interwoven in the dark strands.  She was soft‑spoken and pleasant, and the children in her care loved her.


But Alliya and Teela shared a special bond from the day Alliya was brought from the youngling’s section.  The small slip of a child won her way into the older woman's heart with delightful ways and a slightly rebellious attitude. On the occasions when the rules became just too much for the young girl to bear, Alliya would stamp her foot and set her chin in such a way that it would make Teela smile.  Then having to mask the delight in her heart with a stern look on her face, Teela would lecture Alliya in the evils of individuality.  It was evident to Teela that even at this young age Alliya was a born leader with a will of her own and the desire for knowledge outside temple life that could very well be her undoing.


Perhaps Magna sensed it too.  Perhaps that was the very reason Alliya had been chosen for this day.


Silently approaching Alliya's mat, Teela knelt down and gently tugged the covers from her small charge.  "Awaken my child," she said brushing the golden strands of hair away from the petal soft cheeks of Alliya's face.  "We have much to prepare."


Alliya sprang eagerly into the waiting arms of the only woman she truly loved.  But when she looked into Teela's eyes, the normal joy she found there was suddenly replaced with a brief flash of pain.  "Is there something wrong, Teela?" she asked placing a hand to the older woman's cheek.  "Today I shall be happy beyond happiness.  You said so.  Be happy with me."  Reaching out with both arms, she hugged Teela tightly.


"Yes, child, you shall be happy."  Teela forced her voice to be light and stroked the silken softness of Alliya's hair.  As a single tear traced a path down her cheek, she returned Alliya's hug until she thought her own heart would surely break.  Even as a dark shadow of sadness draped itself across her vision, she forced herself to banish it from her mind.  She released Alliya and clapped her hands together to command attention.  "Now children, we can watch the festivities from the balcony until it is our turn to join them."


Giggling, the young girls ran to the terrace and pressed forward to watch the movement below.  The walkway that would be used by the solemn procession was strewn with flowers and branches from Hecate's scared willow tree.  The fabric on the draped doorways rippled and billowed at the slightest breeze, the black and white material seeming to fight for control of each pillar.  Faithful disciples were already lining the path, chanting prayers and flogging themselves with willow branches to atone for past sins. 


"Look Teela!"  Alliya said in a high, excited voice.  "Soon all the people will be cheering me on that path.  I was so lucky to be chosen.  Madina wanted to be picked, but I was instead."


The enthusiastic babbling went unheard as Teela gently smoothed Alliya's hair, her thoughts elsewhere.  She fought an overpowering urge to spirit Alliya away to some place safe where religion and tradition could not harm her.


All too soon it was time to dress for the processional march.  The other girls were already grooming when Teela took Alliya's tiny hand and led her to an richly decorated chest that brought out of the temple’s inner chambers just for today.  The jewel-encrusted trunk didn’t easily give up its wonders, the heavy lid groaning when it was thrown back.  A small gasp escaped from Alliya's throat when an ornate headdress was brought out from inside.  Breathlessly, she took it from Teela's hands. Wide eyed, she glanced up to see the other children watching her with envy on their faces.  She remembered how they used to laugh when, days earlier, she donned the heavy, golden crown that represented the moon of Hecate. The great weight threatened to spill her to the ground if her poise ever faltered, but only once did she stumble when she practiced walking with the crown on. With chin held high in pride, she trained for hours, finally managing to master the perfect balance needed to ascend stairs with the awkward weight atop her head. 


Tucking the crown underneath her arm, she reached down and touched the pure white ceremonial robe trimmed with golden threads that still remained inside the case.  No matter how many times Alliya had seen the dress and crown during the past few days, their sight still produced a feeling of wonder.


Teela reached inside, brought out the robe.  She took the crown from Alliya and held out her hand when suddenly Alliya remembered the tiny cut on her thigh.  "No, I will do it myself," she said, backing away from Teela.  "I can get dressed myself."


Quickly snatching the silken dress, Alliya turned her back and removed her robe.  When she slipped the white gown over her body it felt to her as though pure liquid was surrounding her.  Being careful to keep her left side to the wall, Alliya tied the robe closed with its golden sash.  With excitement bubbling over into her voice and with the knowledge that her secret was still safe, she turned back and announced her readiness to Teela.


When the jeweled crown was placed on her head, Alliya looked like a small goddess herself.   Her ice blue eyes stood out like two perfect, sparkling gems underneath her thick, dark lashes.  The purity of her soul made her eyes shine more brightly than the new day's star.  The rose flush on her cheeks ended at the wide smile on her petal pink lips.


"Child, you are as lovely as a new flower," Teela whispered, her voice nearly breaking with sorrow.  "Hecate could not have a more beautiful gift on this day.  You shall bring great prosperity to the city and everlasting peace to our land.  Now wait while I tell the High Priestess that we are ready."  Alliya was so overcome with thoughts of wonder and a new feeling of belonging that she never noticed the sadness in Teela's manner.  


As Teela left, Alliya made her way to the mirror in the center of the room.  The reflection she saw in there smiled  back at her with satisfaction and pride while the other children whispered in awe.


Holding her chin high, Alliya began a slow turn to show the other girls once again that she had the mastery and control necessary to balance the great the crown atop her head.  Now Madina would have to treat me differently, she thought as her confidence soared.  Madina would have to pay honor after today.


Faster and faster Alliya whirled, giggling as she became lightheaded as she twirled around.  Lifted by a newly awakened feeling of life and a sense of purpose, she never noticed that the dress began to unwrap and curl open.


The spinning suddenly stopped when an accusing voice broke into the lightness of Alliya's game.  "What's that!"  Alliya stopped moving.  She could Madina, pushing past the other children and striding directly toward her.


"What do you mean?"  Alliya's heart raced.  She knew that she had made a serious mistake.


Madina came closer and grabbed at the edge of Alliya's robe.  "You have a mark on your leg.  I saw it!"  


"Let go!"  Alliya demanded, stamping her foot and slapping at the hands that would reveal her sin.  "Let go of me at once!"


Teela strode back into the room and clapped her hands together to call everyone to silence.  "Girls! Girls!  What is all this fighting.  This day belongs to Hecate and to Alliya.  Let us treat it with proper reverence."  


Madina pushed forward.  "Her leg.  Look at her leg," she cried pointing an accusing finger toward Alliya, who was slowly backing away from the group.  "Her body is flawed.  She can’t be the gift."


Alliya clutched at the robe and held it tightly against her body.  She thinned her lips in defiance before speaking.  "No, I can do it."  Her voice was tentative and shaky, the surprise charge siphoning all the blood from her face leaving it chalky white with guilt.


"Come here, child," Teela said softly, extending her hand.   Lower lip quivering and chin forward in defiance, Alliya reluctantly obeyed.  Teela gently removed the clutching fingers from around the sash and pulled open the smooth fabric of the robe revealing the cut on Alliya’s thigh.


“See,”  Madina shouted in triumph, pressing even closer and pointing to the angry, red line.  “She’s not perfect.  But I am.  I can do it.”  She peeled off her own clothing and turned in a small circle to show that her own body was indeed free of blemishes.


Teela cupped Alliya’s trembling chin with her hands.  “You know that there can be no imperfections on the gift to our goddess.  We must allow Madina to take your place.  I will explain the change to Magna.”


The words stung at Alliya’s ears.  She blinked hard to try and stop the waterfall of tears flowing from her large eyes.  There was no way that she could change Teela’s mind.  The rite had to be performed today and the gift had to be prefect.  The ritual had been passed down from Hecate, herself, and there could be no deviation from its traditions.


Alliya glared at the girl who would take her place in the celebration.  Wiping her eyes with the back of one hand, she stripped herself of the beautiful headdress and garment.  “I hate you,” she screamed, dropping the crown and throwing the dress at Madina.  She scooped up the coarse robe her rival had discarded.  “Be the Gift.  See if I care.”  She turned to Teela, threw back her head and placed her hands on her hips.  “If I can’t be the Gift, then I’m not going to be in the procession, either.”


Teela’s eyes followed the racing figure out of the room.  As the chamber doors slammed shut with an angry bang, a great weight lifted from Teela’s heart.  “Let her go,” she ordered as a temple slave turned to go after Alliya.  “We shall deal with the fire in her soul later.”


As the new gift to the goddess dressed, none of the children noticed the relief that had spread into Teela’s eyes.  It was not that she didn’t love Madina, it was simply that she loved Alliya more.

* * *


At the foot of the cliff at the sacred mountain, Alliya dressed in the plain, dark robe of an attendant."  I won't let Treina watch someone else be in this joyous rite."  She sniffed and wiped her nose with her fingertips.  "I'll get her out of the window."


Discarding all caution and with the speed and grace of a young deer, Alliya scaled the steep bank and slipped into the small cave.  She snatched the straw doll from the crack and turned to leave.  Her young mind was still ablaze with thoughts of the revenge she would wreak upon her rival when voices filtered in through the crack in the face of the cave.  Natural curiosity drew her to the broken wall.


"I'll watch from up here.  When I tell Madina that I saw the whole rite, she will not have a secret anymore.  I will tell everyone what I saw and then Madina will not be special either."  Standing on tiptoes, Alliya moved close to the crack to get a clear view of the altar below.


With only a chosen few allowed to witness the rite, it was easy for her to recognize the participants.  There was the High Priestess, Magna, and her consort, Patrolese, Teela and two other priestesses in the sect.  Madina was on a raised platform near the edge of the altar, her back to the cave, acknowledging the cheers from the crowd below her.


She was soon joined by Magna, who spoke in a loud, clear voice.  "Behold the gift to our goddess."  Magna turned Madina toward her and freed the child of the ceremonial robe, which she handed to Teela.  "She is free of marks and blemishes."  Magna led the naked child to the edge of the platform so all below could gaze upon her.  "She is the symbol of our devotion, virginal and pure like the land.  She is an untarnished gift from her people.  With her renewal, may Hecate protect us from the dark times.  May she accept out gift and smile upon us."


From the masses below, cries of "Hail Hecate" and "Hecate protect us" rose in unison.  They were followed by more prayers and the frenzied pounding of willow branches.  Two black hounds symbolizing Hecate's dogs of the underworld were brought forth by Patrolese, and for a moment, all were visible to the crowd below.


Soon Magna took Madina's hand and led her down to the altar hat was out of the view of the faithful below.  She removed the huge crown from the child's head and placed on the ground beside the altar.  Then gently, she placed Madina upon the cold, smooth marble of the altar stone.


Madina moved her head from side to side to see the intricate carving of the altar.  A series of rectangles, each carved within the other, were decorated with complicated etchings of flowers and animals.  In one corner was a large, green, crystal that filled a hole in the altar stone.


High above it all, hidden in rock itself, Alliya stood on tiptoes and pressed her cheek against the face of the cave.   The gritty dampness grated against the smooth skin of her face, but her curiosity forced her even closer to the opening.  She had to see, she had to know what was about to happen.


Below, Magna's eyes never left those of the prone girl.  Her dark orbs burned into the virginal face of the child who was already shivering on the cold marble slab.  Now suddenly frightened, Madina began to whimper softly.  Magna said nothing, but with her left hand slowly moved a thick, dark strand of hair away from the white smoothness of the child's neck.


Then in a loud, resounding voice, the High Priestess prayed.  "Hecate we offer you this perfect gift.  Take her into your world.  Let her satisfy your desires and soothe your tempers."

For an instant the two pairs of eyes locked; one pair frightened and questioning, the other pair cool and aloof.  Magna closed a hand over Madina's mouth just as the child's eyes grew even wider in terror and confusion.


From beneath the altar stone, the Magna produced a silver dagger and held it high above her head.  The glint of sun on the polished metal momentarily blinded Madina.  She inhaled sharply in shock.  In the next second, in one swift motion, the blade found Madina's throat and opened a wound from ear to ear.  Madina struggled briefly beneath Magna's restraining hand, her blood flowing freely from the gaping wound on her neck filling the small ridges of the altar and collecting in a vase set underneath the drain hole in the bottom corner. Soon all the movement stopped and Madina lay still.  As a final part of the rite, Magna plunged the dagger into Madina's chest just below the left breast and cut out the dead girl's heart.  Holding it in one hand, she reached down and took the vase from its resting-place.  "It is done,"  she shouted to the frenzied crowd.  "The gift has been taken into the bosom of our goddess.  May she be found worthy to live with Hecate for all eternity."


Inside the hidden cave the loud cheer rose from the faithful grew in intensity and echoed painfully in Alliya's ears.  Tears rolled down her cheeks and her tiny body shook with uncontrolled sobs.  In cold terror and paralyzed by shock, Alliya realized the horror below had been meant for her.  She gasped for air, unable to catch her breath as her heart began to race.  She wanted to look away, get out and run away, but her feet were still frozen to the spot.   Against her will, she watched the final act of the ritual.


Patrolese brought the dogs to the edge of the altar as Magna poured Madina's blood into a bowl.  Her mouth curved into a twisted smile as the animals eagerly lapped at the red liquid.  After the bowl had been licked clean, she tossed the still warm heart in their midst and allowed the hounds to tear it to pieces.  Then, with a nod to her consort, the High Priestess left the altar.


After securing the dogs by their chains, Patrolese located a small lever hidden in one corner of the altar stone.  A slight tug on the arm made the center section split, sending Madina's lifeless body into its depths.  Reaching out, he dropped one of the torches that were positioned around the stone into the pit and watched, his emotions unmoved, as the center of the site burst into a blanket of flame.  Only when he was satisfied that there would be no evidence that little Madina didn’t really join the goddess to be reborn with her on earth, did he turn and also leave the area.


Shaking, Alliya finally freed herself from the crack in the cave.  She raced for the doorway, stumbling on loose rocks and falling face down onto the dirt floor.  Sobbing, she clawed at the ground and crawled the rest of the way to the opening.  She had to get away from the temple and never return.  It was all a lie, her world, her religion, everything she knew was gone.


The bright light outside momentarily blinded her as she emerged from the cave, but she ignored it, her fear driving her. Part way down, her foot dislodged some rocks, sending her tumbling once more down the face of the cliff.  Her tiny body rolled down the embankment until she was roughly deposited at the foot of the crag.


Upon landing, the soft area of her temple gave way to the sharp, unyielding edge of a large rock.  Bright colors danced before her eyes and began to erase all memory of the vicious murder that she had just witnessed.


As blackness lowered its dark curtain over her, Alliya was returned to the security of ignorance.

Chapter 2


The Agora, the marketplace set in the center of the city of Pieram, was already alive with sounds and colors when Alliya arrived.  At eighteen, she did business with the local merchants and acquired provisions needed by the Temple.  Today she sent some younger girls accompanying her on ahead to collect various items. 


It was not often that Alliya had a chance to lose herself among the townspeople, and it was actually forbidden by temple law for her to do so.  But the mark of the blue crescent moon, the sign that symbolized the passage from novitiate to priestess was not yet painted on her forehead.  Not being marked as a devotee of the dark goddess, she could still blend in among the common people.


She relished the temporary freedom during the few times she managed to escape from the endless lessons and the strict ways of temple service.  The restlessness she exhibited as a child became stronger as she grew to young womanhood.  Each outing beyond temple walls fueled the seeds of doubt in the life that she had grown to know.  But as wicked as she knew this joy felt, she refused to release it.


As usual, the marketplace saturated the surroundings with movement and laughter.  Stalls of peasants with vegetables and fruits for sale lined the colonnaded walks.  The merchants motioned to passersby, beckoning them to sample and to buy.  It was the only place in Pieram that allowed the strict caste system of the city to mix.  Household slaves owned by elite families and women from the lower households haggled side-by-side with sellers for the best prices.  Near them, servants who maintained the houses of wealthy noblemen purchased jewels and rich fabrics without any thought of price.


Across the center of the marketplace, with its altar for sacrifice and richly carved statues in tribute to both gods and man, dealers of fish and meat products displayed their goods on marble slabs covered with moist cloths and shielded from the hot summer sun by colorful canopy tents. Water, brought in through underground stoneware pipes from the springs on high ground near the temple, filled the fountains that dotted this heart of the city and was used to keep the products cool and fresh. 


The calling of the sellers blended with the wrangling of the buyers, their voices a song only adding to the call of independence sounding in Alliya's ears.   Laughter of small children echoed around each corner and their smiles were infectious.  Even Alliya's walk had a sunny cheerfulness this day.


She wandered over to a table and began to sample some of the tempting wares of a local fruit merchant, when a strong arm reached around from behind her and locked onto her slim wrist.  "Now here is a treat that none of these tradesmen can offer us," a clearly male voice said.


Alliya was abruptly spun around to face a young nobleman signaling to a larger group of mean nearby.  "Let me go at once," she demanded through clenched teeth, hoping to end the incident without attracting too much attention to herself. 


The young noble ignored the bold command of the beautiful woman in his grasp and called to rest of his party instead, "Solon, Artemis, Cyeon, come see the enticing fare I have found among the goods on display here."


The group of young men stopped examining the arms on the table of the weapons master.  "Lydius, what do you have there?" one shouted back.  


"Come here and see," Lydius called back, dragging Alliya into the open by her arm like a prize to be displayed.  


Quickly Alliya studied her predicament as the men approached.  A man of average size and height had her wrist locked in his grasp.  She knew she could use some of the physical training she received at the temple and throw him off balance, but she could not readily determine whether or not the young man would release her wrist as he fell or simply take her to the ground along with him, increasing the stakes of his game.  For the moment she had no choice but to wait for an opportunity to work her way out of his hold another way.  


The young nobleman's comrades encircled them cutting off any means to a quick escape, as, laughing and pointing at her as though she was a trapped animal and they were the hunters.   She felt the irritation rise in her chest.  "Let me go," she repeated, looking directly into the brown eyes of her tormentor, the demand clear in her tone.


Lydius looked at Alliya, his first response a chuckle as he felt her tremble.  She tried to tug her arm loose, but he didn’t allow it.  "It’s not often that we can barter for such a sweet item," he said shifting his eyes to her feminine curves.  "Surely you would not deny me the chance?"


Lydius didn’t know the quivering he felt rush through Alliya's arm was anger, not fear.   Rapidly losing patience with the bothersome game he was playing, she felt her annoyance build.  It had been wrong to wander so far away from her sisters in the sect, and perhaps this incident was punishment from the gods for doing so.  She would repent before the statue of her goddess later, but now, she had to rid herself of this irritation and find her group.


Paying no attention to the ring that enclosed her, she began to pave the way for her escape.  "Noble sir," she said, feigned respect replacing the anger in her tone.  "There are many women here among the shoppers, many of them beautiful and free.  I suspect any one of them would be happy to share your attention.  I, however, am but a lowly slave and therefore by the laws of the Archon, not worthy of you.  If I don’t return soon, my mistress may think that I have run off.  Would you be the cause of my death?"


Lydius stopped laughing.  He pulled her closer to him by her arm.  His gaze ran down her body in obvious evaluation.  "Your robes are plain like those of a slave, but your face is as lovely as the goddess Aphrodite.   I can't imagine anyone allowing a chattel so magnificent to venture out of the bedchamber, let alone into the marketplace. It would be a sin against the gods to cause your death and deprive them the joy of seeing someone as exquisite as they look down from Olympus," he said.


Thinking she had been successful in her pleas, Alliya felt the tension begin the leave her body.  She released the breath she had been holding and felt the tightness in her jaw ease.  When Lydius sensed her relax, he jerked her wrist toward him, forcing her to spin into his waiting arms. 


The look of total surprise on her face when their bodies touched made Lydius throw back his head in laughter.  "But first, you will properly thank me for allowing you to go free," he said, his gaze first raking over her face before boldly settling on the curve of her breasts.  A lusty smile curled his lips and he pressed his free hand to her chest and began begin a rough-edged massage.


On instinct, Alliya began to twist and turn in an attempt to escape, her movements only driving her body more sharply into his.  In the struggle, Lydius managed to slide her robe from one shoulder exposing a breast.  

 "No," she protested, fighting back as hard as she could to cover herself.  "You can't do this."

               "According to the laws of Draco, I can do anything I chose to do to a slave," Lydius corrected releasing Alliya's wrist only long enough to loop his arm around her waist and crush her deeper into him.  He wove his hand in her hair at the back of her head and held her imprisoned.  Roughly his mouth found hers, his tongue forcibly parting her lips causing her to inhale sharply in shock.  Lydius held Alliya tightly, the hand he had tangled in her hair easily controlling her.  Each time she tried to escape him, he pulled her back to his hungry mouth.  


Despite her training at the temple, Alliya found she was no match for him.  She began to fear there was no way to stop him the violation of her body.  Each time she tried to back away, the pain in her scalp made her eyes fill with tears and drove her back to him.  Her protests came in choked squeaks as his tongue continued to ravage her mouth.  Tears of shame streamed down her face doing little to cool the fire in her burning cheeks.  Once again, she had disgraced her goddess.


Suddenly a powerful voice rang out.  "That's enough," the command in the tone clear.  Another arm reached out from the crowd and grabbed Lydius by the arm.  The brutal assault on Alliya’s lips and body stopped.    “Let her go.”


As soon as Lydius released her, Alliya dropped to the ground.  She reached for her robe and pulled it back onto her shoulder. It was wrong for a handmaiden of Hecate to be exposed for public view.  Soon she would be dedicated in both mind and body to the goddess.  For that, she must be pure.  


Only virgins could ascend to the plane of the inner circle so no man could ever know a daughter of Hecate.   Only the High Priestess was above this dictate by virtue of being hand picked by the goddess to propagate the next holy scion.  Women who joined the cult after becoming mothers or widows, or those not found to be totally intact, if accepted, were destined to be handmaidens in the sect, never fully participating in the joys and mysteries of the dark arts.  Alliya had been raised since birth to be a priestess and nothing would stand in her way.


"Forgive my foolish friend," she heard the voice that saved her say.  The haunting magnetism of the vibration caused Alliya to look up into the face of the most incredibly handsome man she had ever seen.  Reaching up, she took the hand that was offered, allowing herself to be helped to her feet.  For a long moment, without speaking, she studied the man who had rescued her with only his words.


Tendrils of tawny chestnut colored hair curled into a ruggedly handsome face that had been tanned by the sun and the wind.  His eyes were a haunting blend of green, brown and gold with dark, sooty lashes.  Alliya knew at once that those eyes were destined to be burned into her memory forever.  A straight nose led to lips that were firm and sensual.  When these lips parted in a smile, they displayed dazzling, straight, white teeth.  His square jaw suggested a hint of stubbornness or confidence, not knowing him, she could not decide which.


Her eyes followed the cut of his toga from broad shoulders to a chest that seemed to be molded bronze.  She felt her cheeks warm when she realized that she had been staring much too long.


"I thank you, but I could have handled the situation myself," she finally managed to say, still holding her robe close to her body with one hand.


Amusement flickered in the eyes that were locked with hers.  "I could see that you had everything under control.  I was merely coming to the aid of my friend," he said.


Alliya noticed the young noble's grin grow broader when she felt the color deepen on her cheeks.


"Artemis, we have an appointment with the stable master," one of men surrounding them called out, already weary of the diversion.   


Artemis reached over and took Alliya's free hand in his.  He motioned to a dark-skinned man standing a respectable distance behind the group.  "Ramos, take these men to the shop of the wine merchant.  The gift of our god, Bacchus, will cool the fire in their throats and keep them out of trouble for a while."  The slave nodded and quickly ushered the group off, leaving Artemis and Alliya alone.  


Unhurried, he led her to a nearby fountain, appraising her beauty as they walked.  The golden mist of her hair tumbled well below her shoulders in graceful curves.  Eyes, as blue as Poseidon's sea itself, sparkled like jewels from underneath dark lashes.  Her facial bones were artfully carved, her mouth full and inviting.  In the beauty of her face was both delicacy and strength.  A slender neck gave way to soft, white shoulders and even the coarse fabric of her robe could not hide the fullness of her breasts, the slimness of her waist and the womanly curve of her hips.  


When he returned his gaze to her face their eyes met.  He felt an immediate and total attraction move between them like a jolt of lightning.  The physical awareness of man and woman was unmistakable.


Although Alliya was enjoying the touch of the young man's hand, she knew she must return to the temple.  She had been gone far too long, and suspected that soon members of her party would be coming to find her.  If they saw her with a man, they would be bound to report the sin to the High Priestess.


"Kind sir, I thank you once again, but I must be going," she said.  But her words were hollow.  She didn’t want to leave at all.  She wanted to stay and find out more about the owner of this most incredible face.  But she knew such thoughts were improper for a future priestess of Hecate and, half-hearted, made another plea to leave.  "Having a servant of your own," she said, "surely you are aware of the tenet of obedience.  Would you look upon a tardy slave of your own household with favor?"


"Ramos isn’t a slave in my eyes, but a friend," he replied quickly.  "When the climate is right both he and his only living kin, his sister, shall walk among us as any free man can walk."


Alliya was taken aback by the not only the vibrancy in his voice, but also the determination in his eyes.  If only it were that easy to be free.   "A noble wish, kind sir, but one not so easy to fulfill by the laws of Draco."


"Perhaps," Artemis agreed.  With a nod of his head he motioned for Alliya to sit on some of the stones that made up the base of the fountain.  "But nothing is ever impossible for one with a steadfast heart and the determination of a strong spirit."  


Alliya sighed and folded her hands on her lap.  "Some things are beyond our reach no matter how much we dream of them."


"Such as freedom?"


"Yes, and birthright and the ability to choose one’s own destiny."  At this moment Alliya wanted more than ever to be a plain citizen of the city with the ability to get to know this handsome young noble if they would both desire it.  


"Such words would be considered treason to the Archon if they were to reach the wrong ears."  Positioning his body in front of her, Artemis made it impossible for Alliya to leave unless he allowed it.  


His voice held no contempt or vestige of threat and Alliya sensed that he was testing her.  "The Archon may govern our bodies, but he can’t govern our hearts, good sir.  It isn’t words that Lord Draco should fear, it's those who accompany such words with deeds that could bring change to his rule."


Artemis quirked one eyebrow.  "Interesting.  A woman who reflects on something more than fine silk or sparkling jewels."  And one whose vision nearly resembles my own.  Fascinating, he thought.  Reaching out he stroked the fine curve of her cheek with his fingertip.  "You are a refreshing breath of air in this heavy summer morn."


"But even a breath of air isn’t totally free," she replied.  "It can be summoned back at any moment.  And like that breath of air, I must return to my mistress."  As soon as she spoke, she knew by the look on the young noble's face that she had only succeeded in piquing his curiosity further.


"Who is your mistress?  I know most of the families of the city and I do not remember one having such a lovely bondswoman."


"I am in service at the temple of Hecate."


"Ah, the dark goddess on the fringes of Pieram."  He moved to sit beside her.  "A most cruel female deity."


"Hecate has been kind to her people."


“Someone like you should be in service to the goddess Aphrodite."


Looking up at the man of whom she was now a willing captive, Alliya let her mind wander and began to imagine herself like Aphrodite.  She recalled from her teachings that Aphrodite was instantly drawn to a mortal, Adonis, the hunter.  The man before her had a beautifully proportioned body, so perhaps, he too, was a hunter.  And there was no denying she had been instantly attracted to him.  Quickly she dismissed both notions.  The tale of Aphrodite and Adonis was etched with tragedy and she would serve only Hecate, not any man.  


"Thank you again for coming to my aid," she said smoothly, her cheeks flushing with her thoughts.  "But I must return now."


Artemis ran his knuckles down her cheek and across her neck before resting his hand on her shoulder.  "Not before I know the name of the earth goddess I managed to save here today."


"It is Alliya."


"Alliya," Artemis repeated fingering a loose wisp of her golden hair.  "A beautiful name for a beautiful woman."


He dropped the golden curl and pulled Alliya to her feet, one hand then slipped around her tiny waist while the other took her face and held it gently.  As his gaze roved and lazily appraised her, he could feel the uneven rise and fall of her chest as he held her close.


"We've only met and there is already so much I want to learn about you," he whispered into her hair, his voice steel wrapped in silk.


Alliya dropped her eyes to hide the chaos she knew would surely be there.  "Perhaps the gods have allowed us to know too much already."


"Even the gods would not be so cruel as to cross our life paths on a whim and torture me with a glimpse of paradise just to deny me the chance to experience its wonders by taking you from me forever."


Alliya pushed gently away.   "We must never question the designs of the gods, good sir."


Artemis reached out, catching her below the elbows stopping her movements.  "It is foolish to follow blindly, whether it be the teachings of religion or the decrees of state.  The only way we learn is to question and experience."  Tenderly his gaze melted in to hers.  "And I have been trained to experience everything."


Then taking her by complete surprise his mouth suddenly and hungrily claimed her own.  His lips were soft, searching, his tongue pushing against her mouth, gently demanding entrance and then turning to a caressing probing when her lips parted.  She felt his hand move to her breast, the tenderness of his touch almost unbearable in it’s searching.   As she felt the tip of her breast respond to his urging, a hunger she didn’t understand spread through her to center in her heart setting it to pounding until a furious rhythm began against her ribs.  The heat spread, making her aware for the first time of a sweet ache that settled below her stomach and between her legs.  She didn’t understand the extremes of the emotions inside her and the sensations alternately thrilled and frightened her.  She couldn't move away from his probing mouth and hands, and she didn’t want to.  The vibrations coursing inside her body possessed her fully and, for a moment, it seemed she forgot how to breathe.  Just when she thought she would swoon at his feet, he loosened his hold.  


"I'm sorry," he said, dropping his hands to his side.  "I didn’t mean for that to happen."


Alliya blinked, confused, as her mind spun out of control.  "Nor did I," she said, searching her heart for meaning to the moment.  She lifted her hands to her lips.  They were on fire, burning with the sensation of his warm and demanding mouth.  She had to leave now.  If she stayed, she knew she would be lost forever.  Regaining what she could of her composure and taking one step backward to increase the distance between them, Alliya fought hard to concentrate.   "I must go," she stammered, still trying to break the spell he had cast upon her with just a kiss.


Artemis smiled with warm spontaneity.  "Can we meet again some where a little less crowded?  Your insight on religion and government is fascinating.  I'd like to continue with our conversation."


"No, it isn’t possible," she replied shaking her head and turning quickly away.   "I have said too much already."  


As she hurried toward the center of the square, she could feel Artemis' sharp eyes boring into her back.  Quickening her pace, she raced to put as much distance between them as possible.  


"No," she silently said.  "I am destined to be a priestess to Hecate.  Soon I shall be hers in mind and body.  It is evil to react to a man in this manner.  I must shut out these emotions.  Teela will help me.  She must help me."


When the rest of the contingent from the temple came into view, Alliya ran to join them.  As they began the trip back, she paused and glanced briefly over her shoulder.  When she didn’t see his face among the shoppers, for a second the relief in her heart turned to stone cold disappointment.  Shaking it off, she looked straight ahead and repeated the morning devotions over and over in her mind.  But it was no use.  Those inviting eyes had been branded on her soul and would be forever a part of her dreams.  On the way back to the temple the vision of his face danced inside her mind.


And there was nothing she could do to prevent it.


Artemis had not wanted to release his hold on the beautiful flaxen-haired woman, but he didn’t want to frighten her any more than Lydius had already frightened her.  She had stirred him to near madness with her flawless face and interesting assessment of life. Slave or not, he had to know more about her.  Admiration showed on his face as he watched her blend into the crowd.  He took two steps forward to follow her, but stopped when he saw Solon returning.


"Did our fair slave leave you? " Solon asked sweeping the area with his eyes.  "It isn’t like you to allow such a beautiful woman to get away so easily." 


Ignoring the mocking voice, Artemis collected his thoughts.  He had to see her again.  She had touched him in a way that no woman ever had.  "Solon, I must find out more about her."


"She's a slave, " Solon reminded.  "Seek out her master.  You can barter for her and have her pleasures whenever you desire.  You aren’t married and even if you were, there is no penalty for a man to take advantage of an opportunity offered."


"No, this is different.  I can't explain it, but there is something about her that has captivated me.  She lives at the temple of Hecate and her name is Alliya.  That's all I know."


Solon shook his head sadly.  "Maybe the gods are testing you.  The temple of Hecate is a most unpleasant place, even for a slave.  Besides, there can never be anything between a vassal and the son of the Archon Draco."


Artemis raised his hand to stop Solon's words.  "My father has nothing to do with this."


"Your father has everything to do with this, " Solon corrected.  "He has no love for slaves, even beautiful ones.  Be careful or by law, you, yourself, might be the cause of her death."


Artemis could not argue with the truth.  He sighed.  "You're right.  My father's laws are written by blood not by pen."  His voice was hard as he continued, "But I swear, if it takes my last breath to do it, someday I will right the wrongs he has inflicted upon the citizens of Pieram and free them from his tyranny."  Strength shown in his eyes, determination set his jaw at a defiant angle.  "And maybe that day, I will find lovely Alliya again and she will be free of her bonds as well."


Solon threw up his hands.   "Who is this woman?  A siren, a nymph, a sorceresses set on winning the heart of the archon's son for all time?"


"None.  She's a mere mortal who has bewitched me with what is in her heart."


One look at Artemis and it would be easy for anyone to see that this woman was indeed different.  It was not going to be easy to distract him from the memory of her lovely face, and reminding him of the harsh law codes of his father was apparently not the way to do it.


It was fact that father and son had not seen eye to eye on many of the law codes that were set down since the power of the Council passed to Draco.  Upon his passage into power, the first thing Draco had done was abolish the oligarchy, the body of nine men chosen to rule from among the nobles.


Before Draco, the position of archon was just a figurehead with no more honor than having the year named after him.  But Draco, the Dragon, was determined to live up to his name.  Now, because by his law, creditors could take possession of the body of a debtor and enslave him if the debt could not be repaid, there had been a sharp increase in the number of slaves within the city.  To offset this rise and preserve the aristocracy, death penalties were set up for nearly every crime no matter what the degree.  To steal fruit from a street vendor now carried the same death penalty as direct treason against the government.  When asked by a horrified noble, why a discipline so cruel, Draco simply decreed that there was no more severe punishment than the loss of a man's own life.


Not only were Draco's laws rapidly becoming a popular method of getting rid of troublesome slaves, but members of the lower classes were also being disposed of in this manner.  Some young nobles routinely used these laws to their own advantage.  Often those who inherited wealth from their fathers were spoiled and tyrannical.  They frequently destroyed members of opposing households without a second thought by calling on these law codes.


But amid all the turmoil and oppression, Artemis was rapidly becoming known as a fair man.  He was sensitive to the plight of the poor and enslaved, knowing that his father forged their lot in life.  He was intelligent enough to see that it is better to share some privilege in peace than to lose all by force.


Solon reached out and patted Artemis on the shoulder.  "Be careful young Lord of what is settling into your heart.  The union of a slave and a noble is forbidden by law."


"Law."  Artemis laughed.  "Laws should protect not deny.  Look around you."  He swept his hand toward an area in which members of the elite households were selling slaves who had either outlived their usefulness or had angered them in some way.  "How do the laws of my father help those poor masses?   Solon, I can’t bear these atrocities that my father has wrought on my people in the name of government much longer."


Further discussion was cut by the cries of a young slave being brutally beaten with thick straps by his master when the lad refused to disrobe for public display.  Solon had to step forward and restrain Artemis as he surged forward in anger bent on helping the poor lad.


Clawing at Solon's hands Artemis struggled against the hold.  "Release me.  The boy's no more than twelve, too young to bear such pain." 


"No.  It's not time yet," Solon replied tightening his grip.  "The cycle hasn't come for the talisman of rule to pass from Draco's hand to yours and the climate's not right for you to cleave it from him by force."


Artemis ceased his struggles and placed his right hand over Solon's.  "If not now, when?  Will it come in time to save that poor boy's back from breaking under the heavy wheel as he grinds wheat in some mill in chains?  How many more people will be taken away in the middle of the night by my father's death squads before I stop him?  How many more crimes will be manufactured to remove a wealthy or powerful opponent from the Council before I find the courage to act?"


Solon patted Artemis' shoulder.  "It's not courage that you lack, it's the forces necessary to see your vision through."


Artemis' features contorted with anger when he watched the young slave being taken away in chains by members of the archon's army.  His voice was inflamed when he spoke.  "No one bought him.  Quickly, Solon, we must make an offer."


Solon shook his head.  "You can't buy every slave in the city.  You know your father merely tolerates your attitude in this matter, but put one more in your servant's quarters and I fear he will simply sentence all of them to death to rid you once and for all of what he considers your central weakness."


Artemis felt suddenly powerless.  "But now the poor lad will be tried for treason by the Aeropagus, my father's spurious court, and found guilty no doubt."   Heaviness settled in his chest and it showed in his eyes.  "And I'm powerless to stop any of it."


"Think then, if even a casual friendship were to develop between you and this young woman who has captured your fancy, Draco could simply concoct a crime and end the affair with the termination of her life."


Artemis closed his eyes and exhaled.  It was because of these injustices that only a strained truce held father and son together.  He was torn between hoping he could persuade his father subtly from the shadows to change his rule thus preventing the house of Draco from crumbling, and a fervent desire to right the wrongs in the government immediately even if it meant taking up the sword against him.


"If I could be sure the citizens would not suffer too greatly by laying down their allegiance to the archon and following me, I would be tempted to join the growing rebellion myself this very day."


Solon threw a finger to his lips, a warning light passing over his features.  "It's best to speak of the rebellion in private.  Draco has many spies and loyal senators who are not willing to rid themselves of his rule at the expense of their own comfort.  The crime of treason isn’t limited to the common man.  Treachery can claim your life as well."


As passionate as Artemis was for change, Solon knew that it would be some time yet before he developed the following needed to attempt reform.  For now, a rebellion staged too soon could mean disaster for the insurgents.


He was also aware it was never easy to balance love and politics, giving the necessary attention to each.  Since returning from the coast, there were many young ladies clamoring for his attention.  Although he did frequently seek out many, he had not been attracted so quickly and completely to the degree that this one beautiful slave had.  In a few short moments, she had managed to do what no other woman had done before her; she had won the heart of the son of Draco.  


"I suspect that you won't let me persuade you to forget this seductress and accept the affection of one of the many young noblewomen already eager to share your bed," Solon said.  "Instead, I'll let the gods help me distract you. Come now," he said, slapping Artemis on the back.  "The others are waiting for us at the shop of the wine merchant.  They'll want to hear of your latest conquest.  The god's drink will cool the fire in your loins.  Perhaps another lovely maiden will catch your eye."


Artemis began to protest, but was firmly steered toward the stone building out of which was coming robust laughter and hearty shouting from those already under the influence of drink.  But from this day on, Artemis knew that no other woman would ever satisfy the cravings inside his heart.  Only lovely Alliya could fill his desires.  Only lovely Alliya would set his soul to rest.  Already he knew that he would speak out her name to the heavens when he thought of her at day's end.

