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Mestra

The man said he was a merchant. He had heard of my father’s affliction, and could take me off his hands, as long as I would do what I was told.

“She will,” my father said.

“She’s fifteen? A virgin?”

My father drew himself up, because he was still a king, even poor as he’d become.

“Of course.”

So my father sold me to the man for seven roasted chickens. They’d initially agreed on ten, but the man was clever and when he came back that afternoon with the chickens, he brought them hot in a basket, and their smell filled the room. I could hear my father tearing their joints as the man led me away in my veil. There’d be no formal wedding because my father had no money for one. And I was not really a wife anyway. The veil was just a piece of old dress, so sheer with use that I could look through it. The man gripped my arm on the way out of the palace, as if he thought I would run. But I was nearly as starved as my father, and sick with grief for both of us.

“Please Father,” I begged. “Let me stay and help you.”

He jerked his head no. “This is the best help you can be.”

The man’s cart was empty, and splintering down the back. The horse had scarred withers and a split hind hoof. The man pushed me up onto the seat. Seven chickens, he said to me. You better be worth it.

Even through the veil I could smell the fume of his breath. I’d seen at least one blackened tooth. He was the same height as my father, but thicker of course. I didn’t know where he lived, if we’d be driving for a mile or a hundred.

The cart rattled down the dusty track. We passed the grey cliffs overhanging the sea, and the path that ran down beside them to the small beach. I had loved that place since I was a child. After my father’s misery had begun, after all the animals had been eaten and all the treasure sold and the household fled, my comfort was to go sit and watch the water there. The waves seemed to me the only thing in our lives that was unchanged. Sometimes fishermen would land, and I would beg fish from them for my father.

I had gone one afternoon three months ago. It was my favorite time of day, when the sun turned the sea to gold. That was where the god had found me. He rose from the waves, and took me with both hands.

After, he’d stood above me, broad and bright, holding his trident. My lip was bitten through, and my body ached with bruises. When he’d first seized me, I had had a moment’s foolishness where I’d tried to fight. But you cannot fight a god.

“Soon you will have a child to make you happy,” he said. He was handsome, of course, hair crisp with salt, beard foaming to his chest. I wondered how many girls he had found, on how many beaches. I wondered how many of them mouthed what I did. My lord, you honor me.

He went back to his waves, and I limped home. My skin turned purple where he’d held me, and my lip was scabbed for a month, but there was no one left to see except my father, and in his torment he did not notice. I was grateful for that, at least he was spared this new grief. And despite what the god had said, his briny shrimp hadn’t seemed to grow in me after all. My courses had been gone for months by then, since the last of the stores had been eaten.

So I was not a virgin. I didn’t know what I dreaded more: how this man would find out, or what he might do to me when he did. For the first time, I wished I did carry the god’s child, so he might help me. We were past the beach, but on that sudden thought, I held out my palms. “Earthshaker,” I whispered. “Poseidon. Save one who pleased you. For this man will kill me when he finds I am not as he thinks, and then my father will be alone. For his sake, help me.”

“Stop muttering,” the man said.

“I’m praying,” I told him. “Poseidon has shown me favor.”

The man laughed, a wet sound, like snapping chicken joints.

“If this is his favor you need a new patron.”

I was glad for the veil between us, sheer as it was. My chest was cold, and filled with rocks. It was true, there was no help coming. My father would die alone, and I would be swallowed by this man with his rotted mouth.

I should have cut up my face, I thought. I should have acted mad, or foolish. But that would not have changed anything. Like his cart and his horse, this man did not mind using broken things.

By then I was cold all over, shivering even in the sun. My flesh felt like a coat I wore.

The man stopped the cart to make water. The land around us was flat and dry, scrubby with rocks. I fumbled to pull the veil off. My fingers scarcely knew themselves, they felt so swollen, and my throat was clogged with dust.

“Hey! What are you doing?”

“I can’t breathe,” I said. My voice came out rough and thick. I thought I might faint from my dizziness. I pressed my hand to my face, and yelped. There was something on it, hairy and coarse. I yanked at it, and cried out again, for it stuck to my cheek and hurt.

The man was shouting, but I couldn’t hear what he said. I had caught sight of my other hand. It was twice its old size, with black hairs on the fingers. I looked down at my lap. My dress was gone. There was a tunic and large chapped knees. They were hairy too.

“What’s wrong with you? Answer me! Where’s the girl?”

The coldness was easing. I touched the beard again to be sure. I rubbed my head, which was bare skin on top. I flexed my calloused toes.

“I said, where’s the girl? She belongs to me!”

I looked up at his furious face. “I’m her,” I said, with my new voice.

“What?”

“I’m the girl,” I said. I stood up. I was taller than him now.

“It’s a trick.” But his eyes were wide. He had spoken lightly of Poseidon, he was remembering that. And he’d cheated us.

“I told you the god favored me,” I said.

The man’s eyes flicked towards the whip on the seat, as if he were thinking of seizing it. So I picked it up. It shocked me, how easy it felt, how natural in my hand.

“I’ll tell my father you changed your mind. Take your cart, and go.”

He wanted to argue. His fists were balled. He had paid seven chickens for a weak, thin girl with only virginity and obedience to recommend her. Now I was something different.

I jumped down. He climbed onto the seat and drove off.

I had never walked by myself on a road before. The only women who traveled alone were those who were very old, and had some safety because they might be witches who would curse anyone who troubled them. But now I was tall and broad and had a whip, even if I did not know how to use it. I coiled it as I had seen our old groom do, and stuck it in the rope belt around my waist. I remembered the workmen who had labored for my father, how they swung their arms as they walked. I tried to walk and swing the same. I could not tell if it was giddiness from my rescue, or the strength of my new body, but I strode along with more energy than I had felt in months. I could not stop touching my face, my thick jaw with its springy beard. I plucked a hair, and my eyes watered at how much it hurt. No wonder, I thought, looking at it: the hair so thick and dense. I liked its shining blackness. My ears were large and fleshy, my shoulders well-muscled. I could lift a boulder, I could carry a sheep. I peered into the darkness of my tunic. The smell of my skin was warm and sharp. My belly was round, and I could rest a hand on it. It was a strange feeling, to not be hungry anymore.

I examined my calves, the thick tendons behind my knees. I had a purple toenail, and I wondered what had caused it. At last, I lifted up my tunic to look there too. I could feel the thing when I walked, the dangling oddness between my legs. When I touched it, I wanted to laugh. It was softer than I had expected, and squishy. Well, all right, I could live with that.

I passed an apple tree. A few fruits remained, high up at the top, beyond the pickers’ reach. So I pulled myself up into the branches. It felt just that simple—my arms moving, and my body following after. I laughed out loud, and the sound spread over the fields around me. I dropped the remaining fruits inside my tunic. They pressed pleasantly against my belt as I climbed back down.

It was dark when I came to my father’s house. There were no lights to welcome me. All the porters and guards were long gone, and we had sold the lamps and tapers months ago. Still, it shocked me anew, how dull and gnawed it looked, even in shadow.

A single small fire burned in the dining room. My father grew cold so easily now, he needed the brazier lit even in the warmest weather. His head was on the table, but he jerked up when I came. Beside him were the seven chicken carcasses. They’d been eaten down to the marrow, every bone split and sucked.

He glared at me. “Who are you? Do you have something to eat?”

I held out the six apples I’d brought, three in each huge hand. He seized them from me and bit hard into their flesh. He had to chew to the side, because one of his teeth was broken from worrying a beef bone too long. It was a miracle more of his teeth had not cracked. Last month, I’d found him peeling bark from the courtyard pine when I hadn’t come home with dinner fast enough.

He swallowed the cores, and looked up. “Well? Who are you?”

All the way from the apple tree, I had thought of what I might say: Look at the miracle that has come to us. I am your Mestra, but changed. But when his eyes were on me, those words fled. He looked even worse than he had that morning, so thin that at any moment his skin would tear and his bones stick through. Cold dizziness washed over me, and I felt the man’s body melt away. In stories, those whom the gods changed never changed back. But the whip fell limp to my feet, and my stomach cramped with its old hollowness.

“Father,” I said. And there was my shriveled voice, as it had always been.

He was staring at me. “Since when can you do that?”

“Since today.” My throat felt like dry straw. My legs ached.

He laughed, a single sharp sound. “That must have been a shock. I wish I could have seen his face. That’s what he gets for cheating me out of three chickens. Tell me what happened.”

I told him, in my wisp of a voice.

My father slapped the table. “I knew it! I knew the other gods could not let this go on forever. She cannot just run riot. Hah!” He stood up to pace. It was the most he had moved in days, and I could see every long bone in his legs. The apple I had eaten on the road prickled in my stomach.

“Tell me what you said to the god. You asked to be changed?”

“No, I only asked for help, for your sake.”

“Can you turn back? Try.”

I did not have to try. The moment he said it, a shiver was going down my arms, like gooseflesh, and I felt myself fill with warmth. My chin itched with black hairs. I was taller too, and the tremor in my legs stopped. My father frowned.

“The god certainly picked a brute. I suppose that was the point. All right. Back to yourself.”

Wait, I wanted to say. That man isn’t a brute. But already it was done, my old thin wrists and dirty dress.

He tapped a finger on the table. “Try someone else.”

“What do you mean?”

“The strangeness of the power is significant. It’s a message from the god. Turn into someone else. A female. Any female.”

How was I going to do that? I had no idea. But my father was waiting so I thought of our old cook, whom I had known since I was a child. She had a narrow, freckled face and a strong back. She’d fled after my father ate ten dinners in a row and demanded more. It’s the vengeance of the goddess, she’d whispered to the groom. It has to be.

I felt her warm skin roll over me. I felt the apron skirt, tight around my waist, the way she liked it tied. My hands were hers, well-muscled from kneading, spattered with oil.

“Not bad,” my father said. “Do you sound like her?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. But I did.

“Good, good.” His eyes were bright, the way they used to be, before he was sick, when the storerooms were full of gold and silver. He had been the most powerful man in Thessaly, a king descended from gods. He held mighty feasts, and I would sit beside him and watch as lords came from all over to beg alliance and bring tribute, pouring their gifts into our treasury. My father laughed with his advisors, as they counted it all up. We’ll have to expand our dining hall. Next year I will invite the kings of Persia too.

He snapped his fingers. “Mestra. Stop dreaming. Another woman. Young this time.”

I thought of my cousin on my mother’s side, Arete. She was my age, with big grey eyes, and a sweet voice. We’d played together since we were babies. When my father first got sick, she’d tried to persuade me to come stay with them, but I couldn’t leave him alone.

The change was faster, barely a shiver.

“That’s too easy, you already look like her. Someone finer. The most beautiful woman you can think of.”

I thought of the Queen of Mycenae. She and her husband had attended one of those great feasts when I was a child. She’d brought me a gift, a silver cup with vines on it. She wore her hair bound in a gold hoop, and her dress was saffron-colored. To my childish eyes, she had looked like the goddess of dawn.

“Turn around. The likeness is good. And the clothes change too. Take the hoop out of your hair.”

I did, and it vanished in my hands.

He clicked his tongue. “Too bad. But she’s old. Make her your age.”

I tried to imagine it, but no shiver came, and my father frowned. “You’re not trying. Change her hair. Change the dress. Add more jewels.”

But I couldn’t, no matter how I squinted and shivered.

He made a sound of exasperation. “Then try someone else. Someone pretty. One of your friends.”

I didn’t know what friends he was thinking of. It had been two years since I’d seen any girl my age. Even my cousin couldn’t visit me anymore, her parents wouldn’t allow it. The only girl I could think of was my old nurse’s daughter. She’d come a few times to help her mother, when I was small. She’d had a loud laugh, and bright eyes.

“Not bad.” My father came close. “Does it go all the way through?”

“Through what?”

But he’d already taken my arm. He pressed his thumb into the plump flesh, and we watched it spring back. He ran his hand up to my shoulder, then down to my waist. He hadn’t touched me since his affliction began. His fingers seemed longer than they used to, and the knuckles stood out like the joints on spider legs.

He smiled. “It’s good, it will work. Get some sleep, we’ll start at dawn.”

“Start what?”

“Selling you,” he said. “For more, this time.”

The city was not far. When I was little we used to ride there in a golden chariot, but now of course we walked. I went as my cousin. I’d wanted to ask if I could go as the man, so I wouldn’t feel so tired, but my father was already angry with me. We’d been late leaving, because I had not been able to make my cousin plusher, nor her nose less snub, so as to raise her price.

“It is absurd how you persist in this dullness,” he said. “You can change into anyone you can imagine. Stop thinking of only people you know.”

But I couldn’t do it. And the understanding that I was turning into people I knew felt like a sickness in me. It meant I knew the man, and once I knew that, I realized who he was. After Poseidon had gone back to the sea, two fishermen had brought in a boat filled with their catch. They stared at my swollen face and scraped skin, and after a moment one of them came over. He gave me three fish and I had thanked him again and again.

No, no, he said. No. It’s nothing. It’s just fish. Can I take you home?

No, no, I said. No. It’s nothing.

I hurried away and gave the fish to my father. Then I went and washed the blood from my face, and changed my torn dress.

The memory made my stomach burn, and my cheeks too. It felt as though my clothes had been stripped. I did not want to know that man was someone. I wanted him only to be me.

In the city, my father left me on the steps of the temple to Poseidon. Stay here, he said. And watch for girls you can turn into.

The morning air was cool, and my cousin’s blood had always been thin. I used to have to rub her arms after swimming, even in the sun. I rubbed them now, and wished I had my cloak. No women passed. He should have left me at one of the goddesses’ temples, but of course, he had swung around the square to avoid them. Once, in the early days of his misery, I had asked him if he would ever think to ask Demeter for forgiveness. He’d gripped my arm and dragged me close. “I have done nothing that needs forgiveness. Do not speak of it again.”

So I hadn’t. But I still remembered it, how at first it had been a joke, about needing a larger dining hall to host the kings of Persia, but as the days passed he’d begun to press his advisors. I want it, he said. I mean to have it. The advisors whispered amongst themselves, then shook their heads. They had investigated the matter, but there were no trees left to build with. They had all been cut for the last improvements.

Of course there are trees, my father told them, there are plenty down in the grove.

It was not right to call it a grove. A grove was small and sweet. This was a great stand of dark pines, and black poplars, and ancient oaks, sacred to the goddess Demeter. The trees were so thick you could stand below them in a storm and not get wet. My cousin and I had gone in spring a few times, to leave garlands on the branches. But my father had been angry and made us stop. Peasant superstition.

“Girl! Arete!” My father was snapping his fingers in front of my face. “Wake up!”

He’d been calling me. It was my cousin’s name, that’s why I hadn’t noticed. A large man stood beside him, watching me. There were bloodstains on his clothing, and I could smell raw meat. Maybe that was why my father had picked him.

“She’ll breed?” he said.

“Her mother did. Six boys.”

My mother had died bearing only me. But I was my cousin now, or whatever girl would get my father the most money.

The man grunted. “Open your mouth,” he said.

I thought he meant I should greet him. “Good morning,” I said. But he wanted to look at my teeth. He gripped my jaw, and tilted my head, to catch the light. His eyes were very small, and his nose fleshy.

It is strange to say, but I was not afraid. He seemed so dull to me. The man I was was a hundred times better than him, I thought. Except then I remembered that I did not want to be that man anymore.

He gave my father a bag of coins, and led me to his dark house. It was filled with crumbs and flies and the stench of a fouled chamber pot.

“I have to go back and work,” he said. “Clean up while I’m gone.”

He snapped his fingers, and a dog lurched up from the shadows to guard the door. The man smirked at me and left.

The dog was black, with a white stripe down its nose, and sharp upright ears. It made a noise as it watched me, low in its throat. What sort of man would train a dog to keep someone in the house? If I had been myself, I would have been weeping for fear. But I was my cousin, who had always been good with dogs, and after another shiver, I was the butcher himself. The dog stared at me. Well come on, I said, and snapped my fingers just as he had. Move it.

The creature rose and lumbered back to its corner, and I slipped out the door, grinning. My father had said I must not let anyone see me change, so I stepped into the first alley I could find and shook off the butcher’s skin, and became our cook again. My father was seated near the marketplace, sucking on his fingers and smelling of grease. I wished I could ask him what he’d eaten, so I could imagine him enjoying it. But that would only torment him, now that it was gone.

“I got away, just as you said.”

“Good,” he said. “You used the god’s gift well.”

It had been so long since my father had praised me. In the old days, he used to call me over at feasts, and dare some king to list out his ancestors. He’d laugh when I recited them all back perfect. I warned you, he’d say, as they handed over their gold. And I’d stood beside him, feeling like gold myself, cheeks polished and shining.

He sold me next to the youngest son of a minor lord, who paid in silver. The man was gangly, with a wide mouth. All the way back to his house, his fingers gripped at my waist, and he whispered in my ear what he wanted to do to me. Thankfully, he also wanted me washed first, because he was afraid of getting some rustic disease. I followed a servant to the courtyard fountain, waited for him to leave, and then became him. The way out passed the kitchen. I hesitated, then grabbed a few loaves of bread for my father.

My father ate them, and sold me once more as the cook. The next day he sold me twice as the Queen of Mycenae, and twice as the nurse’s daughter. I liked being both of them, one graceful, one filled with buoyant life. I liked being my cousin best of all. I would hold my own hand, and imagine she was really there. The men often pinched at me, and grabbed me beneath my dress, but it was not me they grabbed, I reminded myself. Their slobber and handprints could not stick. When I changed, we were wiped clean.

My father sold me five times in a single day, then six times the next. I was worried he might be recognized as himself, but he never was. The city was large, and sat on the sea; there were always new ships in. Most people went their whole lives without ever meeting their lord. And my father never sold me in the same place twice. He took us from marketplace to marketplace, from tavern to harbor. He was as skilled at bargaining as he had been at hosting kings. This is your chance, at that price she’ll be gone by noon. They never wanted to miss their chance. I thought surely even a large city would eventually run out of men with money to pay for a girl, but it didn’t. Three silver pieces was enough for roasted eggs and a basket of breads and cheese. Ten silver pieces was two huge haunches of beef. It was a feast compared to what we’d had these last months. I watched him eat, pleased with myself.

“Is it good?” I asked.

The crumbs fell over his long cloak. The clothing was too warm for midday, but he had to wear it so he wouldn’t frighten away buyers with how thin he was. Soon he would not need it, I hoped. If we could heap the food high enough, the curse would groan and break beneath its weight.

“Six times is a new record,” I said.

He looked up at me with pale eyes. “You are proud of yourself?”

“I just mean I am glad to help.”

He swung his hand down, like chopping off a chicken’s head. “Help? A mouse would starve on what I’ve had today. We should be getting three times as much, but I have to sell the same tired nags over and over, because you can’t do what you’re told.”

He went back to chewing crusts. His knees looked like stones joining two sticks. His anklebones were the thickest things on him. The god had given me a gift to save him, and I couldn’t even use it right. I stayed up late that night trying to put my cousin’s head on the queen’s body, but no matter how I shivered, I couldn’t do it. It was bad enough that I let them be handled and mauled every day, I could not chop them up besides. After all this was over, when my father was whole, and the curse lifted, I didn’t know if I could even bear to see my cousin again. All these hours I’d spent as her would sit between us.

I didn’t tell my father about my failure. Instead, each time I escaped, I raced back to him all the faster to be sold again. I became practiced at stealing, walking off with baskets of dates or rolls or sugared almonds. Every night, I tallied up the day’s food. Roasted pig and lamb, porridge with honey, beans in gravy, thick slabs of roasted cheese, two rounds of bread and a large millet cake. When he wasn’t looking, I examined his wrists, his neck, to see if it had begun to work. Not yet.

On the tenth day, he sold me to an old man who pinched me all the way to his house. I’d had pinchers before, but this man’s nails were long and ragged, and put red lines in Arete’s flesh. The man’s mouth was yellowed with dried spit, and the more I shrank from him the more he seemed to enjoy himself. As soon as we were in the house, he pressed against me. His breath was even fouler than the first merchant’s had been. I tried to pull away, but his fingers hooked into me like briars. He was dragging the dress from my shoulders.

Sir, I said, in my cousin’s sweet voice. I need a moment. I need to make water. Please.

Later, he said.

Please, I am afraid I will have an accident.

You better not, he said.

I shoved at him with my cousin’s small wrists, and it did nothing. But this man wasn’t a god, and he was older than my father. So then I shoved him again, and this time, he flew back. I towered over him. I hadn’t changed into the fisherman since I’d realized who he was. But now the old warmth washed through me.

The old man shrieked. “Help! A monster! He will murder me!” He ran from the room and out the front door. I could hear his cries, and voices answering, feet running. I would be cornered. Could I fight my way out? I couldn’t imagine the fisherman doing that. I looked to the window, but it was too narrow for a person. It would only fit a small animal.

I felt a pang of grief, letting the fisherman go so soon, but I could not let us both be caught. The room seemed to tumble, and then the window darted towards me. I passed through it, and out into the sky, wheeling upwards. The houses below sped by so fast I could scarcely see them. I spotted the crown of a poplar tree in a small square, and landed in its shade.

My cousin had kept a tame sparrow. She’d named him Honey, because of the cakes he liked, and his sweet disposition. We would feed him from our palms, and laugh at the bright way he cocked his head. She was always trying to train him to land on her finger. I wished I could fly to her right now and tell her how Honey had saved me, but instead I turned into Mestra and went to confess to my father.

“You’ve ruined it, haven’t you?” he said. “I heard the shouting. You changed into that brute again.”

I flushed. “Father, if you had your horse back, could you sell her?”

“Of course. She was descended from horses given by the gods themselves, you know that. I should never have eaten her. She would have sold for more than you ever have.”

I believed it. Oak, she’d been named, for her brown flanks hard with muscle. He had roasted her last of all, over a brazier. We walked to a field outside the city, and with a shiver I changed into her. I felt the great kick of her heart, and though I had meant only to trot, I raced down the field, spraying dirt behind me. When I stopped, air heaved through me, in and out, tasting of sun and dust.

He took me to the richest man of the city. He didn’t have to say much, the stable hand’s eyes were wide when he saw me. He ran off to get his master, and they all stood at my chest, marveling at its glossy width. My father recited my lineage for them. You could own a piece of divinity. This is your chance.

The lord ran his hand down my side, and I stamped my foot. He startled back.

Just a fly, my father said. She’s obedient.

I kept still after that. But I liked knowing that the lord feared me. When the gold was handed over, they put a rope around me, and led me to the stable. The groom ran off for some water for the trough, and I turned into myself, and opened the latch on the door, as if I had escaped that way. Then I turned into the falcon that used to glide past my window. By the time the groom came back I was up in the thin blue of the sky, watching him scramble below. I flew to a tree near my father, changed on a low branch, then dropped to the ground as myself.

My father sold his whole stable that day, each one of those god-touched horses, Oak twice, Fury twice, River and Bright-face once each. I came back to him each time, as one of the deer that used to graze our fields, then a long-legged hunting dog the King of Sparta gave us, then the falcon again. I was dizzy with all the changes, as if I had drunk unmixed wine. At the end of the day we had so much food, he was still working his way through it, and he rode me home with a huge sack balanced across my neck. I was careful to place my hooves soft as a cat so his bones would not be shaken. I could feel the crumbs falling across me as he chewed, and I shivered them off with pleasure.

At home, he peeled the crackling skin from a pig and ate it down to the trotters. By moonrise, the room was only bones and grease stains. He looked up. “What else?” he said.

“I’m sorry, that’s all there is.” I reached to put my hand on his, in comfort.

He grabbed my wrist. His fingers had no flesh left on them at all. Against my skin they felt like claws. His breath was ragged, and in the firelight, his eyes were pricks of gold, fixed on me.

“You ate,” he said. “You think I don’t know? I can smell it on you.” He pushed close to me, and inhaled. His face was sharp and thin, all skull.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I had a handful of bread, and a bite of cheese. That’s it, I swear.”

He still held my wrist. We were far from the city, far from anyone. There was a wildness in his face. I should change, I thought. But all my forms felt far away, held back by the pressure of his grip. Instead, I blurted out:

“You could ask Demeter to release you. We could replant the trees.”

The words landed on him like a hot coal. He nearly threw me from him. “I owe her nothing.”

“But—”

“No!” He hit the table with his hand, so hard I was afraid he would shatter a bone. “It was just a grove! There was no temple there, no priests, she had no claim.”

That’s what he had said to the workmen too, and when they still would not obey, he’d seized an axe himself. I had gone to see the grove once, after. All the silent trunks, stretched out across the earth, and the great bare sky overhead.

“Go to bed,” he told me. “We’ll sell cows tomorrow. And take the chamber pot.”

There was no smell to his leavings. The pot had a few drips, and a single dry pebble. It was as if all the food that went into him vanished into air. I dumped the pot, rinsed it, and left it outside his door. My room was on the other side of the house. There was nothing in it but some old blankets, we both slept on the floor now. I would enjoy being a cow, I thought. They always seemed so calm, chewing their grasses all day. But I could not stop thinking of the rawness in his face. I listened hard in the darkness, but I heard nothing, no footsteps. I rubbed my wrist where it ached, and shivered. Then I rested my scratchy chin on the comforting bulk of my arm, and slept.

My father sold me to the third farmer we met. He insisted, however, that the farmer milk me first, and give him the milk. When the man touched my udders I would have yelped, if I’d had my own mouth. I almost bolted. But my father was watching, and I made myself subside. I am a cow, I told myself. Dainty the cow, I am Dainty who was always a good milker, and I do not mind.

My father lifted the foamy bucket to his mouth. His throat rippled as he swallowed.

The farmer tied me to a small olive tree in his yard. His neighbor was feeding his chickens. He called out that there was wild talk in the city, about girls who disappeared, and horses too.

“But hopefully not cows,” the farmer said.

The neighbor laughed. “No cows.”

“That’s a relief.” The farmer patted me. There was a thick patch of grass near where he’d put me, and I hung my head down, as if browsing. I didn’t really eat because I didn’t know what would happen to the grass when I was myself again. A woman came out of the house. She had a big belly, and a round, pleasant face.

“You found one!” she said.

“I was thinking we’d call her Lucky,” the farmer said. “The man selling her looked half-starved. It’s a miracle he hadn’t eaten her.”

The woman reached down to rub my forehead. “Hello, Lucky.”

I pressed my nose against the tickling grass. I’d never felt sorry to steal from rich lords, or men who kept girls bayed in their house. But this farm was small, and they had a baby coming. Half-starved, the man had said. But my father looked more than half. His hair hung in strings. His eyes were sunken and his lips gone. His belly nearly touched his spine, even though yesterday he had eaten enough to feed the whole city. And before that, all our stores, all our horses and gold. It was as if every bite only hollowed him further. I thought: we could rob a thousand lords and farmers and all in between, and he would still be starving to death with his mouth full.

I waited until evening to slip away, because I thought the farmer should at least get one milking in payment. The moon was high and waxing, but I didn’t need its light, I could have whatever eyes I wanted. As far as I could tell there was no limit to the number of creatures I could be in a day, and each change was its own pleasure. I leapt through the grass as a deer, then trotted as a fox, then flew as an owl.

My father was in the dining hall. The moment his gaze touched me, my feathers vanished, and Mestra returned.

“Father,” I said. “I don’t want to be sold anymore. It’s not helping you.”

“Yes,” he said. “I’ve been thinking the same. And I have found the answer.”

I had expected him to storm and argue and demand to know where I’d been. But his voice when he’d spoken was his king’s voice, calm and steady.

“The answer?” I said.

“To the riddle behind the god’s gift. First, why did he not give power to me directly? Well, that is easy, the goddess blocks him. He blessed you instead, so you may help me. Which you have tried in your own way to do.”

I had waited so long for him to say so. I felt like I might start weeping. “Yes,” I said. “It’s all I’ve wanted.”

“Now the next mystery: Why was his gift to you so great? Well, it must be great, to break the goddess’s curse. But a mortal cannot bear such power long. You remember what happened to others who carried the gift of shape-shifting. Proteus was deposed and cast out, Thetis ravished, and Metis swallowed by Zeus. And they were gods. You do not want those ends, do you?”

“No,” I said.

“Therefore we must rid you of it, and so save us both.”

The room was very warm. He had heaped the brazier high with wood, and the smoke was stinging my eyes. “I don’t understand,” I said.

“It’s simple. The god has filled you with his power. He has consecrated you, and made you his ambrosia. A piece will be enough.”

“A piece.” My head felt like it was floating away.

“Yes.” He held up the knife, its edge shining. “To bring his power into me. Pull up your sleeve. I think somewhere below the shoulder will be best.”

“As myself?”

He frowned. “Who else should you be?”

Oak, I thought. Or the fisherman. Or anyone else who could bear this better than I could. But then I would be letting them be carved. I pulled up my sleeve. My flesh was thin, but there was something just above my elbow. I felt as if I were watching from a long way away, as if I was my falcon again, hanging in thin air. He put the edge of his knife to my arm, and drew it swiftly across. The line of blood leapt and began to spill hot over me. My eyes watered, and I bit down on the bunched fabric of my dress. He made another quick cut, and lifted a flat chunk of flesh the size of a poplar leaf. He carried the flesh to the brazier and delicately worked it onto a skewer’s end. It felt as if he had flayed my whole arm, and my foot was wet where the blood fell. I did not want to look at the wound, but I could see it out of the corner of my eye. A red gash that welled and welled. I should press something to it, I thought. The pain was beating with my heart. But this was the end, I reminded myself. It was the end of pain. After this, my father would no longer suffer. We would be happy again.

The smell of roasting meat filled the room. He turned the skewer and inhaled. “See,” he said. “Ambrosia.” He lifted the dark clot from the flames, blowing on it. With his thumb and finger, he placed it in his mouth. His eyes closed, and he chewed. I saw the great muscles in his jaw working, stark against his skin. He swallowed.

When his eyes opened there was joy in them. “I could taste the god’s power. Now I will be free. Watch.” He held out his hand. “There!” he cried. “Look, did you see it? The curse lifted. Mestra!”

I swayed on my feet. The smoke and the heat pressed in on me. I felt dizzy, like I was changing, but the change did not come.

“It only lasted a moment though. I must not have taken a large enough piece. We need another.”

I heard my own weak whine. “I thought it was only one.”

“Only one more.” His voice was impatient. He lifted the knife. “Daughter, let us finish this. I thought you wanted to help. This is your chance.”

This is your chance.

He had always been good at getting people to give him things. It was how he’d made his fortune in the first place, piece by piece, one more by one more. He had not needed all the goddess’s trees for his feasting hall, but he’d chopped them down anyway. I remembered his face, triumphant, when he came home. It was the same look he wore now, but without the soft flesh that used to cover it.

All the times I had starved for him, all the times I had scavenged and stolen and fretted, all the times I let myself be sold and pawed. Yet here he was, his mouth still open. Before the curse we’d been happy, that’s what I’d always told myself. He’d let me ride with him in his gilded chariot. He used to wink at me across the room, while his advisors twittered. I thought of him smiling at me, after I’d won his bets for him. Such scraps had kept me chewing for years. But I was no child to him, only the closest piece of meat.

I wanted to laugh, suddenly, at how foolish it all was. This wreck of a palace. His skinny shins, and jutting skull, gobbling and gobbling. How he’d tried to scare me with those threadbare myths, the fates of Proteus and Thetis and Metis, who had been deposed and ravished and swallowed. As if those things had not already happened to me. And I was the biggest fool of all. I had a gift that gods would envy, and yet I still stood here, wondering if I should let him keep trying to cut it out of me.

I did laugh then, out loud.

“What’s wrong with you?” His hand snapped shut on my wrist. “Hold still.” He lifted the knife, and the fisherman came. My father let go as if I had scorched him.

“Turn back at once. Change.”

“Why? Does he make it harder for you?”

“Mestra! Change!”

So I changed. Oak’s great hoof kicked out and the table flew and broke against the wall. I bucked, trampling the chair. He fled behind the brazier and I stamped at him, grinding my yellow teeth. Then I galloped down the hall and into the darkness.

I almost did not recognize my cousin. Arete was two years taller and her whole shape was different, though her nose was still snub. I felt an odd shock move through me when she stood. I had expected to see the girl I’d been so often. But of course she had grown since then.

She threw her arms around me, heavy and warm. She touched a finger to the place above my elbow where it was shiny pink and sunken. The flesh had come back on me everywhere but there.

“You heard about your father,” she said.

I’d heard. I’d been walking the coast roads, hiring on the boats. I knew nothing about nets or tides, but I looked as if I did. A man had called out the news: Erysichthon, King of Thessaly, was dead. The city lords had found him in his feasting hall, the flesh of both his arms chewed off to the shoulder, and parts of his legs as well. The man telling the tale made big eyes. “They thought it was an animal, but they found some of his own fingers in his mouth. Can you believe it? He ate himself to death.”

“Wasn’t there a daughter?” I’d said.

“If there was, she’s gone.”

Another sailor had spoken up. “I heard she fled and is marrying a son of Hermes.”

No, said a third. “She was pregnant by Poseidon, and her son will be king.”

“Well,” said a fourth, “some merchant from Kos has been screaming he bought her, and she turned out to be a man.” We’d all had a good laugh at that.

Arete fed me cakes while I told her the rest.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “For what I did to you.”

She shrugged. “It wasn’t me. I was here.”

I hadn’t realized how afraid I’d been that she would hate me for it, all those times my father sold her, all the times I’d hidden in her skin. But no. She’d been here. Now that she was in front of me, I saw that I hadn’t even made a very good likeness of her. I’d forgotten the freckles on her wrist, her long narrow toes. So my father had been right. I could have changed them if I’d wanted.

“You kept him alive a long time,” she said.

Too long, I knew it. I still caught myself sometimes, looking for berry bushes to strip, or unguarded baskets of bread, or men who wanted to buy. I wiped my cheeks with my hand.

“I still don’t really understand why he intervened,” I said.

“You mean the god.”

I nodded.

She was frowning a little. It was an expression I had always loved on her, her mind sifting her thoughts. “Has he appeared to you since? Sent any signs?”

“No,” I said.

“Maybe it wasn’t him. It could have come from someplace else.”

I remembered the first day I’d galloped as Oak. I’d thought: this is not a feeling that can be given. It can only be found.

We were quiet. Outside, in the courtyard, a black poplar shook its leaves in the wind.

“I owe the farmers a cow,” I said. “A real one.”

Arete smiled. “Then you’ll find a way to get one.”

I would, I thought. I was Mestra. Mestra the horse, and Mestra the fisherman, and Mestra the cook and the falcon and the lucky cow, and now Mestra the girl with the scar.

I became a sparrow like Honey, but my belly was plumper, and my wings brighter. I flew to my cousin’s hand.
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