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			For my sister: 
I’d turn a thousand men to stone 
to keep you safe.

		

	
		
			
				Gods always behave like the people who make them.

				—Zora Neale Hurston

				Sometimes it seems that anger alone keeps me alive.

				—Audre Lorde

			

		

	
		
			Notable Names and Places

			Aithiopia: A large section of what is now referred to as sub-Saharan Africa; not to be confused with modern Ethiopia; sometimes spelled Aethiopia

			Amphitrite: Wife of Poseidon; daughter of Nereus; queen of the Sea Court

			Athena: Daughter of Zeus; goddess of wisdom, warfare, and craft

			Athens: A Greek city-state from the classical period known for its arts, sport, learning, and philosophy

			Ceto: Daughter of Pontus and Gaia; wife of Phorcys; mother of the Gorgons; goddess of perils at sea

			Euryale: Daughter of Phorcys and Ceto; sister of Stheno and Medusa; second-born of the three Gorgons

			Gaia: Mother of Ceto and Phorcys; grandmother of the Gorgons; a primordial goddess considered to be the mother of all life

			Gigantomachy: An infamous war of conflicting origin waged between the Giants and the Olympians; the Olympians were victorious (not to be confused with the Titanomachy).

			Gorgons: The collective name bestowed on three of Phorcys and Ceto’s daughters, Stheno, Euryale, and Medusa; the Gorgons were known, in some interpretations, for having serpentine hair and the power to turn a person into stone with their lethal gaze.

			Hermes: Son of Zeus; god of travelers, speed, athletes, and messages

			Medusa: Daughter of Phorcys and Ceto; sister of Stheno and Euryale; youngest of the three Gorgons

			Nereids: Collective name for the daughters of Nereus; sea nymphs

			Nereus: Father of the Nereids; a shape-shifting sea god

			Olympians: The twelve ruling gods of the pantheon who live on Mount Olympus; traditionally, this includes Aphrodite, Apollo, Ares, Artemis, Athena, Demeter, Hephaestus, Hera, Hermes, Poseidon, Zeus, and, interchangeably, Dionysus or Hestia.

			Phorcys: Son of Pontus and Gaia; husband of Ceto; father of the Gorgons

			Pontus: Son and consort of Gaia; father of Ceto and Phorcys; grandfather of the Gorgons; a primordial sea god

			Poseidon: Son of Cronus and Rhea; husband of Amphitrite; king of the Sea Court

			Prometheus: One of the Titans and a god of fire

			Sea Court: An informal collective of gods with an affinity for the sea

			Stheno: Daughter of Phorcys and Ceto; sister of Euryale and Medusa; eldest of the three Gorgons

			Zeus: Son of Cronus and Rhea; king of the gods

		

	
		
			After

			It’s well past midnight when the woman finds the temple.

			Her first thought, as her heels sink into the beach’s wet sand, is that the place at which she has arrived is not at all what she was expecting. The holy sites she is accustomed to are grand and imposing marble complexes staffed by a retinue of dutiful priests or priestesses. The lone torchlit building that looms before her in the dark, with its crumbling stone ramparts and visibly neglected grounds, is neither grand nor imposing. The woman notes that the place is, in fact, quite small, half obscured by the surrounding dunes, and unlikely to have other visitors this late in the night. The woman is not deterred as she diverts from the coastline to draw closer.

			Tonight, a temple without visitors is auspicious.

			A crude path lined with pebbles and driftwood leads her from the beach to the temple’s only entrance. The moment she crosses its threshold, the smell of myrrh fills her lungs, drawing from her a dull ache, a long-buried grief. She ignores that ache, smothers the grief, then presses on.

			Eventually, she finds the old priest alone in the temple’s open courtyard. He’s holding a broom, locked in fierce battle with the sand that litters the tile. His olive skin shines with perspiration, his gray tunic is modest and plain. He is a foreigner in these lands, just as she is. It takes several seconds before he looks up and notices her. He has cloudy, albeit kind, brown eyes and a decidedly paternal smile. That smile makes the woman think of her own father, what he’d think if he knew what she was about to do. She dismisses that thought quickly. Her father is a god, and if she knows anything about gods, it is that they care little for mortals and less for mortal plights. Instead, her attention returns to the priest. She offers him a low bow—a lingering habit from her time as a priestess. Then she speaks. Her voice is petal soft.

			“I’ve come to ask for a blessing.”

			The priest sets his broom aside and laces his gnarled fingers. Silence stretches between them before he gives his answer.

			“What do you offer in exchange?”

			The woman bows her head, contrite. “I’ve no coin, nothing of value.”

			This is met with more silence.

			“Please, I’m…I’m desperate.” The woman waits a beat before lifting her gaze. When she does, she finds the priest’s expression has changed. She knows what he sees: a young, dark-skinned woman wearing a simple white tunic and a simpler white head wrap. She knows that this is a game, that she has already made the first move. Now it is his turn.

			“It is no matter,” the priest says gently. “There are always other ways, other kinds of exchanges.” He gives the woman a significant look—a look she has been anticipating—before he beckons. “Come, child.”

			The woman obeys, closing the small gap between them to accept his veiny hand. She does not shiver when he traces the pad of his thumb over her palm.

			Then his grip tightens.

			The woman does not object when the priest pulls her against him, nor when he crushes his wrinkled lips against hers. She does not protest when he lowers them both to the sand-swept floor, nor when he guides her to clumsily mount him. His body is bony and frail, but she feels it harden with desire between her thighs.

			“I am untouched,” she whispers. “I have never…”

			“That is all right,” says the priest. In the flicker of the torchlight, his once-kind eyes have grown wolfish. “I will show you what to do. But first, let me see you.”

			The woman hesitates, then unfastens the pins that hold her tunic together at the shoulders, so that the garment falls around her waist. A low, appreciative groan escapes the priest’s lips.

			“Tell me your name.” His voice is scraped raw with lust.

			A small smile touches the woman’s face. “I could tell you who I am,” she says. “But I think it better to show you what I am.”

			The old priest looks up from her bare breasts, confused, but the woman is already loosening her head wrap. She lets it slip to the floor, then blinks with newly yellow eyes. The priest’s grow coin-wide with terror.

			“Abomination,” he rasps. “You’re a—” He does not finish his sentence. Already, his vital organs are calcifying to cold, gray stone, as is the rest of his body. His fingers curl inward as he claws at the air, grasping at something he’ll never reach. All the while, the woman sits silently astride him, waiting. Some distant, detached part of her—the part of her that’s remained human, perhaps—knows that she should feel something. Relief. Vindication. Horror.

			The best she can manage is exhaustion.

			The woman presses her fingertips to the priest’s stone tunic as his fluttering heartbeat slows, then stills. Only when she’s certain that he’s dead does she rise. She reaches up as hissing fills the temple, and the ink-black serpents that sprout from her scalp in place of hair taste the salt air with eager forked tongues while they nuzzle her hand.

			Vaguely, the woman wonders how long it will take to drag the statue of the priest down to the shoreline, how many hours might pass before his absence is noticed. She tallies how many men she has killed thus far and wonders how many more she will kill before the rage within her is sated, before it feels like enough.

			As she douses the temple’s torch and surrenders to the dark, Medusa thinks about monsters, and how easily she became one.
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			I

			“Meddy!”

			I straighten at the sound of my name, doing my best to look attentive. The effort is entirely wasted on my mother. Her dark, glittering eyes are already fixed on me, and narrowed with familiar disapproval.

			“You aren’t paying attention,” she accuses. “Do it again.”

			I stifle a whine as she ushers me, none too gently, to the center of our veranda. Once I am in the correct stance, she claps.

			“Begin.”

			A slave seated nearby on a wooden stool starts to pluck a short-necked lute, filling the warm morning air with a sweet melody. On cue, I pivot, raising my arms and clapping in time with the music while attempting to ignore the stiff ache in my biceps. I focus on the heady scent of flowers in the distance, on the hard press of the tile against the ball of my foot. I try to lose myself in the song’s rhythm, and when I close my eyes, I pretend I’m somewhere else, anywhere else. Barely a minute passes before my mother tuts. The music halts.

			“Stop grimacing,” she says irritably. “You’re moving like you’re in pain.”

			“I am in pain,” I mutter. “I’ve done this dance a hundred times.”

			My mother remains unmoved. “You’ll do it a hundred more times, if that’s what it takes,” she warns. “You must be perfect. The gods gracing our halls will expect nothing less.”

			This is a reminder I do not need.

			Tomorrow night, my parents will host a feast under the guise of celebrating the start of spring, but I’ve spent enough time watching the political games of gods to understand the real reason for the occasion. My sisters and I are now all of age, which means it is time to see us made useful. For my parents, this means married.

			“The gods of the Sea Court won’t be the only ones in attendance.” My mother speaks as though she were privy to my thoughts. “There may very well be potential suitors present, men of high and noble birth in search of a young bride. It’s all the more reason for you to be at your best.”

			“Do any of these men of high and noble birth come from an interesting place?” I ask.

			My mother assesses me anew, suspicious. “They could.”

			“Do you suppose any of them might bring anything interesting with him, like maps or scrolls from his homeland? I’d love something new to read.” As soon as the words leave my mouth, I know they are a mistake. A young male slave sweeping at the other end of the veranda shakes his head, visibly amused. The two female slaves flanking my mother with sunshades exchange looks of uncertainty.

			“Of course not,” my mother snaps. “And I don’t want to hear another word about maps, scrolls, or any other nonsense. Start again.”

			I return to the dance’s first position and wait for the lute player to resume. This time, I stumble as I pivot, then trip on the hem of my tunic. Behind me, there’s a poorly disguised snort from one of my sisters. A tingling heat that has nothing to do with the sun overhead creeps up my neck.

			“You’re not trying hard enough,” my mother scolds. “Each step should appear light, effortless. I want you to try to move with more grace, like—” She catches herself, but I finish her sentence in my mind.

			Like Stheno and Euryale.

			I turn to look at my older sisters, not far off, reclined on chaises in the sunlight. Plenty of goddesses—our own mother included—prefer to manipulate their appearances so as to seem ever young. But my sisters truly are twenty-one and nineteen, only a few years older than me. Stheno is like a gazelle—tall, supple, and fine-featured. Euryale is of a more petite build, but she has inherited our mother’s round cheeks and dimpled smile. I don’t like to imagine how I look when I stand next to them. My sisters and I share the same dark, sun-blazed skin. We all favor our parents, but there, our similarities end. At seventeen, I’m still skinny, devoid of any feminine softness about my hips, and I once overheard a slave call my wide-set brown eyes “owlish.”

			I sigh. In these moments, I feel like a common moth trying in vain to pass for a butterfly. A well-worn sense of defeat settles over me.

			“Never mind,” says my mother. “We’ll continue later.” She collapses onto a chair while her attendants lean in to fan her more vigorously. In the morning light, she looks like a shining daughter of the sun god Helios, but Ceto is a goddess of the sea through and through. Her rich brown skin stands in brilliant contrast to her yellow tunic and is complemented by the white cowrie shells braided into her black hair. To the untrained eye, she would appear only a few years older than my sisters and me, but that is all illusion. My mother is, in fact, thousands of years old.

			“You, there!” She snaps her fingers at a passing slave. “Bring me my wine!”

			The slave she beckons is a small, stooped woman, wrinkled and dark like a raisin. She stops what she’s doing immediately and bows. “Yes, Goddess.” She retrieves a silver goblet and pitcher from a nearby table and begins to pour.

			My mother holds up a hand. “Not the red.” She snatches the goblet away. “I want the white.”

			The old woman stiffens, as does every other slave in the vicinity.

			“My apologies, Goddess,” the woman says quietly, “but there is no more white wine left.”

			My mother’s brows arch. “Where is it?”

			“Gone.” The old woman begins to tremble. “The last of it was finished yesterday.”

			“There’s more somewhere, find it.” My mother dismisses the woman with a wave, but agitation colors her voice.

			The woman’s trembling worsens, and that’s when I know with certainty that there is no more white wine in our reserves. We do have a small vineyard on the island, but I suspect that our inventory has been significantly depleted by the preparations for tomorrow’s feast. I also suspect that when my mother works all this out, someone will suffer for it. The muscles in my stomach begin to knot. My mother’s mercurial moods can come on like a late spring storm, sudden and catastrophic. I search the veranda, desperate, then lock eyes with my older sisters. The plea I exchange with them is wordless, but I know they understand. Euryale steps forward, tactfully placing herself between the old woman and our mother.

			“Mama,” she says sweetly. “It’s so early. Perhaps water—”

			My mother strikes with the speed and precision of a viper. The goblet she’s been holding hits my sister in the face, splashing dark red wine across her tunic’s front before clattering to the tiled floor. Euryale cries out in pain. I start toward her, but Stheno rises to catch my arm and holds me back. We both watch as Euryale doubles over, a hand clapped over her mouth. When she straightens, I see that a bead of bright golden blood has bloomed at the center of her bottom lip. She stands there a moment, stunned, before dragging a bare arm across her mouth and smearing the blood like honey. Anger prickles hot against my skin.

			“When I desire the counsel of children, I will ask for it.” My mother’s words are low, menacing. “Do you understand me, Euryale?”

			“Yes, Mama.” Euryale stares at the ground. “Forgive me.”

			My mother’s face slowly changes. Her dark brown eyes grow shiny and wet; deep lines wrinkle the corners of her mouth, so that her divine façade of youth is momentarily lifted. She stares in horror at Euryale’s bloodied lip, and I find myself wondering if she’s thinking of our father, of how many times he’s bloodied her lip. Abruptly, she pulls Euryale close and cups her face. At her touch, Euryale flinches.

			“My beautiful girl.” My mother thumbs away the golden blood, her voice suddenly warm and gentle. “I’m so sorry. You know I didn’t mean to strike you so hard. It’s only that the preparations for this feast have taxed me a great deal. You forgive me, don’t you?”

			“Of course, Mama.” Euryale has not lifted her gaze. “I forgive you.”

			My mother smiles, and I watch as whatever piece of herself she has exposed reburies itself as though it were never there at all. She crosses the veranda and grasps the entire undrunk pitcher of wine the old woman tried to offer before. She holds it with both hands and drinks directly from its rim. I watch, slightly nauseated, as red wine dribbles from the corners of her mouth and down her neck, soiling her front. When she lowers the pitcher, her expression is slack, unfocused. She gathers up the hem of her tunic and saunters off the veranda in a flutter of yellow. Her attendants fall into step behind her, and after an uncomfortable pause, the lute player bows and excuses himself, too. In my mother’s absence, the morning air seems to warm again, but a staleness lingers.

			Euryale trudges back to her chaise and slumps onto it. Thanks to her immortal blood, the cut on her lip has already healed, but the white tunic—one of her favorites—is ruined. She looks down at herself, then at Stheno and me. There’s a terrible helplessness in that look, and the anger I felt before reignites. Blood rushes to my face, and I clench my fists so tight my fingernails leave tiny red crescents in the meat of my palm. I eye the abandoned goblet still on the ground and fight a reckless impulse to go after my mother and hurl it at her, to let her have a taste of the pain she has caused. When Euryale’s face crumples, Stheno and I quickly move to the chaise to sit on either side of her.

			“I hate her.” A tear rolls down Euryale’s cheek.

			“Don’t cry,” Stheno whispers fiercely. “She doesn’t deserve your tears.” She squeezes one of Euryale’s hands hard. I clasp the other, but more gently. Stheno begins to hum a nameless tune, and I join her. We hum together until Euryale calms.

			I don’t remember how old I was when I realized I was different from my sisters, that their blood was golden while mine ran red; that the threads of their lives, and my parents’ lives, would extend for all eternity while mine would eventually be cut. It is a quiet but unavoidable truth, one that has always set me apart from the rest of my family. In these moments, though, I know my sisters and I are still bound together—by the confines of our home, by the expectations of our ambitious father, by the shared fear of our erratic mother.

			“I will marry,” Euryale vows. There’s a new steel in her dark brown eyes. “And then I will leave this island forever.”

			I tense. I cannot fault Euryale for wanting to leave home. For as long as I can remember, I’ve wanted the same thing. I’ve yearned to leave our island and see the world I know only from the odd trinkets that occasionally wash up on our shores. But alongside that yearning is a very real fear. I am the youngest, and I worry that, someday, my sisters will leave me behind. My gaze wanders past our veranda to the jagged coast below, then to the calm, boundless sea that betrays nothing of the lands and life I know must exist beyond it. I close my eyes and swear a quiet oath.

			Someday, I will leave this island, too.

			I squeeze Euryale’s hand a little tighter, and I’m glad when none of us speak again. Eventually, my sisters go inside, but I stay out on the chaise awhile, hugging my knees to my chest. I breathe in the smell of wet sand, listen to the endless roar of the waves below. It’s beautiful, peaceful, and maddeningly familiar. A sigh escapes me unbidden.

			“Honestly, Meddy,” says a low, teasing voice behind me. “Maps and scrolls?”

			Despite myself, I allow a smile to tug at my lips. I don’t have to turn around to know the owner of that particular voice, but I do anyway. The young male slave from before—the one who’d been sweeping—now stands a few feet away, wearing a wry smile of his own.

			I shrug. “It was worth asking.”

			Theo snorts and settles beside me. He pulls a small block of wood and a carving knife from his tunic’s pocket and begins to whittle away. At once, a calm washes over me like a wave, and the remnants of my earlier anger dissipate. That’s the effect Theo usually has on me. He always smells of the garden where we first met when we were small—earthy, slightly floral. We became friends years before, when I accidentally cut my finger on a rose prickle and he valiantly tore a strip from his own tunic to bandage the wound. He’s grown taller since that fateful day in the garden, but little else about him has changed. His black hair is still a mass of short, tight curls; his skin is still as dark as mine; and he still manages to hold a light about his person, as though he’s stolen some piece of the sun and locked it deep in his chest. We lean into each other as he works, shoulder to shoulder, and for a moment we’re content that way.

			“Are you ready for tomorrow night?” he asks.

			I sit up, the spell broken. “I’m ready for my mother to stop talking about it, if that’s what you mean.”

			Theo’s brow furrows the way it always does when he’s thinking. He stops whittling. “She mentioned suitors might come,” he says. “Do you think any of them will actually make offers of marriage?”

			I pause, and an uneasiness nestles inside my rib cage. “I can’t be sure,” I admit, “but even if one did, I doubt I’d be the one asked.”

			“What makes you say that?” I’m touched by the defensiveness in my friend’s voice.

			“Stheno and Euryale are immortal,” I say patiently. “I’m not. Any suitor in his right mind would pick one of them before me.” The words aren’t as hard to say aloud as they used to be. Seventeen years has given me ample time to come to grips with some truths. I understand that, for gods, marriage is a tool. In the eyes of most, my mortality would ensure only a brief political alliance.

			“Then those suitors are fools.” Theo grins. “It would be good, though, if one of them brought some new maps for us to look at.”

			I smile. There is an endless number of things I admire about Theo, but I know that what binds us most tightly are the things we share—mortality, a constant awareness of the passing of time, and a desire to leave this island and see more.

			I resettle against him, resting my head on his shoulder. He continues his work on the small block of wood, and I find there’s something peaceful about the slow, constant rhythm of the work.

			“One day, we’ll leave this island,” I whisper. “We’ll build our boat and gather our supplies, and then we’ll leave, together.” It is an unlikely dream, impossible even, but the words are still sweet said aloud.

			“Together,” Theo echoes softly. “You and I will go, together.”

			In the silence, I try to memorize every detail of this moment—the soft crash of the waves below, the sun-kissed warmth of Theo’s skin on mine. Today, all is well.

			Tomorrow, the gods descend.

		

	
		
			II

			My father, Phorcys, is no king.

			That doesn’t stop him from pretending as much as my sisters and I enter our great hall the next evening and settle at the table alongside him and our mother. He sits in a chair fashioned like a throne, lording over all of us. The sun has barely set on our island, but already his dark eyes are glazed and unfocused, a sure sign of wine-fueled indulgence. Objectively, I suppose his chosen form is a handsome one. His skin is dark like mahogany wood, and his kinky hair—white and thick—reminds me of the sea-foam that sometimes gathers at our island’s shores. I note that, tonight, he has donned a tunic dyed a rich purple, and each one of his long brown fingers is furnished with a golden ring. I know it is all for show, a reminder to those present that he used to be the primordial sea god of hidden dangers in the deep, a sort of king in his own right. He used to control vast leagues of the open sea; thousands prayed and offered tribute to him. But my father is only a shadow of that ancient and powerful being now. Sometimes, secretly, I pity him.

			The five of us remain seated at the host table while slaves scurry about like ants turned out from their mound. Our great hall is always elegant. Tonight, though, its white marble floors have been scrubbed and polished to a high shine. Garlands thick with fresh lilies and irises have been strewn about the interior stone pillars, and my nose fills with the savory aromas of roasted lamb, seasoned legumes, and baked bread. My eyes search for Theo among the slaves, to no avail. With a pang, I wish he were here, that I could talk to him.

			The minutes stretch without the arrival of our first guests, and I begin to wonder if the tension hanging thick in the air is real, or simply my imagination at work. Several seats down, my mother pours her second drink to the brim without bothering to ask a slave, while my father impatiently drums those ringed fingers along the table’s edge. Stheno, Euryale, and I exchange looks, but none of us dare speak. I know my sisters are thinking the same thing I am. A poorly attended feast would be fodder for light gossip among gods, a feast with no guests at all would be considered a sound failure. I swallow.

			After all my mother’s planning and preparation, is it possible no one will even come?

			As if in answer, the main doors to our hall suddenly open with a low groan. My breathing eases as, one by one, familiar faces begin to appear.

			At last, the gods of the Sea Court have arrived.

			First, my aunt Eurybia, a buxom, green-haired sea goddess, traipses in wearing a tunic of shimmering white. She strides right up to our table to plant salty kisses on each of our cheeks. My more subdued uncle Thaumas files in after her with less pomp, but he offers each of us a low, chivalrous bow. Other members of my complicated family tree arrive over the next hour, but my attention wanes. All too soon, the hall is full and noisy.

			Euryale nudges me. “It’s time,” she whispers.

			I wasn’t nervous before. Now my mind seems to detach itself from the rest of my body as she, Stheno, and I rise and head for the center of the hall, where there’s an empty space. My heart rabbits inside my chest as the lute player takes his seat and signals to us with a nod. I assume my starting position alongside my sisters and wait while a whole century seems to pass.

			Then the first chords of the lute fill the air, and I begin to move.

			I have practiced this dance on our veranda a thousand times—the movements are more a thing of muscle memory than anything else—but tonight, in front of so many gods, I’m intensely conscious of every step. I press my foot into the polished marble, praying with all my might that I won’t stumble or trip. To my surprise, I do neither. I kick out a leg and arch my back so that my black locs fly out behind me. Several of the gods murmur in appreciation, and something within me takes triumphant flight.

			Each of my locs is as thick as my smallest finger, and they nearly reach my shoulders. I am not ever going to be as beautiful as my sisters, but my hair is something that, I know without a doubt, people truly admire. My locs are my pride, perhaps my dearest physical possession.

			The lute player’s plucking quickens, and my sisters and I match the new cadence. We clasp hands as we form a tight circle, moving faster and faster in time with the song while our feet move in perfect tandem. Then—

			The music stops.

			At first, I think I’m imagining it, the new and sudden silence. Stheno is looking over my shoulder, frowning, and when I follow her gaze, I realize that everyone in the hall has turned their heads in the direction of something. Someone.

			The crowd begins to buzz, low at first, but gradually they become more animated and excited as gods press in to see the newcomer. In their midst, I make out a head of glossy black hair and rise to my toes, curious. Finally, the gods and goddesses part, and I’m able to see what has flustered them so.

			That is the first time I lay eyes on Poseidon.

			Like most of the newer gods, the king of the sea is tall, slender, and lean. His skin is not as dark as mine or my sisters’, but it is still sun-bronzed, the clearest indication of an immortal life spent among the tides. There is nothing soft about his person; he is sharp and muscled, angular in the extreme. His wavy hair is so dark that it looks blue in our hall’s flickering candlelight. In contrast, his toga is so white that I can barely look at it without squinting.

			“He came.” Euryale’s bewildered whisper is so low I barely hear it. “I didn’t think he would.”

			In truth, I didn’t think he would, either. My mother had certainly mentioned that she and my father had invited the sea king to this feast, but his attendance had always seemed unlikely. The new gods—the Olympians—don’t usually fraternize with the old gods, who are considered inferior. Now I watch as Poseidon moves among our guests, looking genial but decidedly reserved. There’s a natural lure about his person, something that seems to draw everyone closer, and the regal distance he maintains only seems to strengthen that lure. His unhurried strides remind me of a panther stalking through a jungle.

			He even walks like a king, I realize. I remind myself that he should. Zeus, ruler of the Olympians, may serve as king of the gods, but his brother rules over every god in the Sea Court. At present, Poseidon is the most powerful being in this hall.

			For a moment, I think he’s going to look our way, but then he’s swallowed up by the crowd again. I feel the slightest twinge of disappointment. The feast’s normal din eventually returns, but we remain standing in the middle of the hall.

			“What should we do?” Euryale asks under her breath.

			“We keep dancing,” says Stheno. She is always surest. “We finish.”

			I barely have time to register what’s happening before the lute’s chords resume, and I am moving again. Around us, some of the gods are still distracted, but plenty turn back to watch us. Nothing has changed, really: My steps are still instinctual and easy, but it all seems different now. I feel the press of each god’s eyes more keenly, and though I can’t be certain, one set of eyes seems to burn into me more intensely than the rest. I know it is the sea king’s, but I can’t find him as I twirl and leap, and eventually I give up trying. There is great applause when we finish and take our collective bow; several of the nearby goddesses audibly commend our mother. Within seconds, my father has pushed through the crowd and taken hold of Stheno’s arm.

			“Come,” he commands. He leads the three of us to the back of the hall, where other gods are already jostling around someone. I know what’s about to happen, but I still suck in a sharp breath as those gods move aside and we find ourselves face-to-face with the person everyone has been clamoring to see.

			“My king.” My father’s voice is grand as he bows. “May I present my three daughters: Stheno, Euryale, and Medusa.”

			From the moment he entered our hall, I wanted the sea king to notice us, but nothing has prepared me for the moment he does. Poseidon turns to us slowly, and the first thing I note is that, up close, his irises are an unnaturally bright sea-foam green, rimmed with gold around their edges. He has a long nose, a dusting of dark stubble along his jaw, and lips that remind me of an archer’s bow. One corner of those lips quirks as he briefly looks us over the same way I’ve skimmed over vaguely interesting scrolls. My bones hum under his gaze.

			“Your daughters are beautiful, Phorcys.” The sea king’s voice is crisp and baritone, touched by a slight but detectable Olympian drawl. “Surely they are the envy of all the Sea Court.”

			Beautiful? The compliment startles me. I’m used to Stheno’s and Euryale’s looks being complimented, but I’m not usually included in that praise. I feel as though someone has let loose a hundred hummingbirds inside my chest.

			“They are not sons.” My father shrugs. “But they are old enough for marriage.” He smiles pointedly. “Of course, if any of your sons is in search of a bride…?”

			I start. It’s jarring to remember that Poseidon is old enough to have sons of marrying age. Like my parents, he is thousands of years my elder, but tonight, he looks like a young man of twenty or thirty years at most. Without warning, his eyes fix on me. I can read nothing from his expression.

			“And which of Phorcys’s daughters are you?” he asks.

			I curtsy. “Medusa, my king.”

			Poseidon smiles, then turns back to my father to begin a different conversation. Our audience with him is over. Stheno and Euryale loop their arms through mine, and the three of us duck back into the crowd again.

			As soon as Poseidon is out of sight, I exhale.

			“I think the sea king liked you best,” Euryale teases under her breath. “He smiled at you.”

			My cheeks warm. “Don’t be silly,” I mutter. “He smiled at all of us.” I say the words aloud, but the imaginary hummingbirds are still fluttering madly about my rib cage. For a moment, I let myself entertain Euryale’s words. I let myself believe that maybe she’s right, that maybe Poseidon did like me best. After all, I was the only one he addressed directly. Just as quickly, reason prevails. No. That would be absurd. Poseidon is not just a god, he’s an Olympian, the king of the sea. He has power and prestige well beyond anything I could ever hope to attain. And who am I, in the face of all that? The mortal daughter of two minor sea gods in his vast and sparkling court. He will, I know deep down, forget me. It is likely he already has.

			“Meddy!”

			My mother has not raised her voice, but it still carries over the hall’s din. My sisters offer sympathetic looks before tactfully uncoupling from me and continuing to a table full of food. I sigh and change direction, returning to the front of the hall to join my mother at our table. She is holding another golden goblet full to the brim with red wine, and even from several paces away, I can smell it on her breath. That isn’t what slows my steps, though; it’s the man seated beside her. I’ve never seen him before. He appears to be in his forties—though, among gods, one can never be certain—and has skin the color of wet clay, set off by thick, wavy black hair that has only just begun to gray at the temples. As I reach the table, he stands and offers a courteous bow, sparing me only a fleeting smile. My mother is now beaming, and I can’t entirely temper the prickle of unease I feel as the man disappears back into the crowd.

			“Come. Sit with me,” my mother orders, indicating the seat on her other side. I want to ask her about the mysterious man, who he is and what he wanted, but before I can, my mother gestures. “It’s a magnificent feast, isn’t it? Nearly every god in the Sea Court is here.” Her smile turns smug. “You know, your aunt Tethys hosted a feast some time ago, but it wasn’t nearly so grand as all this. I can’t wait to see her face when she learns that we were graced by the sea king.”

			Like my father, my mother was once great and powerful. She was goddess of all the ocean’s monsters and notorious for her collection of murderous sea pets. Sometimes, I grieve for the goddess she used to be, the goddess I’ve never known. Sometimes, I pity the petty woman she has become.

			“Did you see your uncle Nereus?” My mother has already moved on. She points. “It seems he’s brought his entire brood tonight. I certainly hope we have enough food…”

			I follow her gaze to several young women clustered in one of the hall’s back corners. I must have missed their arrival. There are a great number of them, and even from a distance, it’s clear they’re all of the same kin. Most of them are brown-skinned, but a few have more curious features—kelp-green hair, unnaturally long webbed fingers, and scaly appendages that shimmer in the light.

			I have heard of my cousins, the Nereids, though I’ve never seen them before. They are sea nymphs, widely famed among gods old and new for their familial beauty. In their midst, I spot an ancient-looking man with umber skin and thin gray hair.

			That is my uncle Nereus, their father and namesake.

			My eyes stop on a young woman posted at his side like a sentinel. She favors him, so I know she must be a sea nymph, too, but she stands especially tall, and holds herself with an austerity that sets her apart from the rest of her sisters. She also wears a diadem made from pale pink coral.

			“Who’s that?” I ask.

			“Hm?” My mother looks up. “Ah, that’s Amphitrite, Poseidon’s wife. They must not have come together.” She chuckles, as though enjoying a private joke. “That’s not unusual.”

			I have heard plenty about the king of the sea; I know startlingly little about its queen. To my surprise, Amphitrite wears her black hair in locs like mine, though hers are far longer and fall to her waist. She has rich oak-brown skin, full lips, and high cheekbones that might make her striking in a certain light, but her beauty is marred by the scowl twisting her features. Like most gods, she appears to be young, a woman in her mid-twenties, but something in her countenance betrays her true age. Her obsidian eyes dart back and forth, cool and flat. I fight a sudden chill, despite the room’s warmth.

			“She looks angry,” I whisper.

			My mother waves a dismissive hand. “That is just her face, darling.”

			I look between the sea king and the sea queen, positioned on opposite ends of our hall. The contrast between them could not be more pronounced. Poseidon, still standing beside my father, has attracted a growing crowd of admirers. He is laughing, and a charismatic aura seems to emanate from his very being, even at a distance. By comparison, Amphitrite stands near motionless, silent and glacial. I cannot understand how two people so seemingly different could marry, and I find myself wondering if perhaps their union was arranged. Without warning, the queen turns, and her imperial gaze pierces me with the precision of a sailor’s harpoon. I recoil, as though I’ve been struck. Then, to my horror, she starts in our direction.

			“She’s—” The words die on my tongue as the sea queen reaches our table with inhuman speed and stops before us. I’m grateful that, even in my terror, I have the sense to stand at the same time my mother does.

			“Ceto.” The queen’s voice is low and dulcet. “I did not have the opportunity to greet you when I arrived. Forgive me.”

			“Queen Amphitrite.” My mother bows low in a rare show of genuine deference. “No apology is required. Your presence honors us.”

			The queen returns her attention to me. “And who might you be, girl?”

			“I—”

			“Medusa is my daughter.” My mother answers for me. “She’s my youngest.”

			When I met the sea king earlier, it seemed he barely noticed me. The opposite is true of the sea queen. She seems to take in all of me at once. In particular, she studies my hair with keen interest.

			“How old are you, child?”

			“Seventeen, my queen.”

			“A perfect age to begin entertaining suitors for marriage,” my mother cuts in again. “Wouldn’t you agree, Your Grace?”

			Amphitrite does not answer my mother or even look her way. Instead, her gaze stays trained on me. “Is it your wish to marry, Medusa?”

			“I…” My eyes flick to my mother, who nods encouragingly. “Yes, my queen. I hope to honor my family by finding a good husband.”

			This seems to amuse Amphitrite, because a small smile touches her lips. “And what qualities, in your view, make for a good husband?”

			I stiffen as a new panic grips me. This was not a question my mother prepared me for. I take a deep breath before I answer. “I would hope to marry someone kind,” I say carefully. “Someone intelligent, brave, and…” I steal an involuntary glance at the sea king across the room. It’s a fleeting look, but I know at once that the sea queen notices. Her dark eyes narrow.

			“And handsome?” she adds.

			“Y-yes, my queen.” My eyes drop to the floor. When I dare look up again, the queen’s expression has changed. It’s hard to know exactly how to interpret the look she’s giving me, but I see recognition, anger, and then…something that looks almost like pity.

			“I hope you find just what you’re looking for, Medusa,” she murmurs. She turns to my mother and gives her a final parting nod before returning to stand with her own father and sisters.

			My mother waits until the queen is out of earshot before she leans in. “Well done,” she whispers in my ear. It appears she did not notice the final look the queen gave me.

			“Excuse me, Mother.” I step back. “I need air.”

			I waste no time slipping from the hall and putting as much distance between myself and Amphitrite as possible. Once I’m far enough away, I lean against a wall, pressing my head against the cool stone. The panic I felt before intensifies as I turn the encounter over and over in my mind. Why did Amphitrite notice me? Why did she ask me what qualities I thought made for a good husband? And at the end, why did she look at me like that, like she was angry? Was it because I’d looked at Poseidon? I’d looked at him for only a second, I hadn’t meant to do it, but…

			I sink to the floor and bury my face in my hands.

			“Meddy?”

			I look up, surprised, and feel the tension in my shoulders ease slightly as Theo’s familiar voice finds me in the hall’s dark. My friend is holding an empty silver tray under one arm, smiling as he draws nearer. That smile fades as he takes in the look on my face.

			“Meddy, what’s wrong?”

			“I…I think I’ve just made a terrible mistake.”

			Theo frowns. “How?”

			My words are halting at first, but slowly I tell him about my encounters with both the sea king and the sea queen. When I finish, Theo shakes his head.

			“You didn’t do or say anything wrong, Meddy,” he assures me. “So what if you looked at Poseidon? He’s the king. I’m sure lots of people look at him. And maybe the queen was unhappy about something else. It doesn’t mean she was angry with you.”

			I tell myself that maybe Theo’s right, that maybe I haven’t done anything wrong, but the uneasiness coiling in my stomach doesn’t go away.

			“Come on.” Theo props the serving tray against the wall, then throws an arm over my shoulders. The weight of it grounds me and makes me feel a little better. “Let’s go for a walk.”

			

			—

			My mother’s gardens have always been my favorite place on the island.

			During the day, the blazing sunlight often forces me to find refuge in the shade of their trees; tonight, though, the air is temperate. It seems every leaf, branch, and flower here is dappled with ethereal silver moonlight. Theo falls into step beside me as we wander the gardens’ winding paths in silence for at least an hour, past long dirt rows of asters and trickling stone fountains. I take in the sweet scent of honeysuckle as we head toward a section of the gardens bordered by a wall of cypress trees and walk along its edge. In the quiet, some of my uneasiness is allayed, and I breathe easier.

			“I watched earlier, when you danced with your sisters,” Theo says. “You did really well.”

			I swell with pride. Until Theo spoke, I hadn’t realized just how much I’d needed that praise. A smile tugs at my lips, and I nudge him. “Thank you.”

			“No, thank you.” It’s Theo’s turn to smile, but now I detect a hint of mischief in it. “You got me away from the kitchens just in time. Hanna was bothering me again, kept pretending she was drunk and trying to kiss me.”

			I snort. Recently, Hanna, one of my mother’s attendants, has been less and less subtle about her attraction to Theo. I raise my brow. “Perhaps you should let her kiss you,” I tease.

			Theo rolls his eyes. “I don’t want to kiss her.”

			“Why not?” I elbow him in the ribs as we near the end of the cypresses. “Don’t tell me she’s not pretty enough—”

			“Wait.” Abruptly Theo looks up, frowning.

			“What?”

			He holds a finger to his lips to silence me before taking a few steps forward and peeking around the last cypress tree bordering the gardens. I know that, on the other side, there’s nothing but a small open lawn. When he turns to face me again, his expression is stricken. I quietly pad over to join him.

			“What’s—?” I look over his shoulder, then fall silent.

			It takes me a moment to understand what I am seeing. On the garden’s open lawn, in the exact place where Theo and I have sat countless times, they are only two indistinct figures at first. Slowly, though, my vision focuses.

			It is one of the sea nymphs.

			I know it instantly. She’s dark-skinned, inhumanly beautiful. Her short, curly locs are colored the brilliant blue of the ocean under sunlight, fanned out around her head in a halo. She is clearly another one of Nereus’s many daughters, though I don’t know her name.

			I do, however, recognize the god pressing her into the grass, even with his face bent into the crook of her neck.

			Poseidon’s dark hair is silhouetted in the moonlight, and a breathy sound escapes the sea nymph as she rakes her fingers through it before they kiss. One of his hands snakes down her side, then disappears between her thighs. I cannot see, but I know he is touching her in a private place. That strikes me as odd. She doesn’t seem to mind, but I don’t understand why. Blood roars in my ears as I stand half hidden by the trees, transfixed. The two of them are utterly consumed by what they’re doing; they haven’t even noticed us. Some part of me knows we should leave before that changes, but I find my feet have rooted themselves into the grass, anchoring me there. I watch as Poseidon moves the hand between the nymph’s thighs faster, and she begins to moan, arching her back as she grips his shoulders and squirms with apparent pleasure. I try to swallow, but my mouth is dry, and there’s a new, hard lump in my throat. I don’t know exactly what the two of them are doing, but I find that the longer I watch, the harder it is to look away. Some deep, innate instinct tells me that I’m seeing something I shouldn’t be, something mysterious and utterly adult, but even that isn’t enough to make me stop watching. Strange new sensations begin to surge through my body—heat pools low in my stomach; there’s a pleasant, peculiar tightness between my own legs. Suddenly, the nymph cries out, and a shudder trembles through my whole body.

			“Meddy.”

			I jump. Had he not touched my arm, I would have forgotten Theo was there. It’s impossible to know what my friend is thinking; his face is inscrutable. At once, I’m embarrassed. Had he been watching Poseidon and the nymph, too, or had he been watching me? I find myself wondering what I must look like, if my thoughts are written all over my face. Slowly, we withdraw until we are hidden completely by the cypress trees again.

			“We should go,” Theo whispers.

			I open my mouth, but he turns and begins walking away quickly before a single word leaves it. I glance over my shoulder a final time, then I follow.

		

	
		
			III

			“Hold still.”

			I wince as Stheno pulls my locs tighter, but she pointedly ignores me and continues her work. She sits on a stool, and I sit between her knees. When she tugs at a particularly tender part of my head, I turn and glower.

			“You’re going to pull my hair out!”

			“It’ll grow back.” She shrugs. “Now turn around.”

			I obey, but grudgingly. I know that, for the most part, Stheno is only teasing. All my life, my sisters have taken turns doing my hair, and they do try to be gentle. They were the ones who twisted my hair into locs like theirs when I was small. Euryale often massaged my scalp with diluted coconut oil, while Stheno showed me where to find the island’s best freshwater pools to wash my locs. They are my dearest physical possession, and in many ways they are also a constant reminder of my sisters’ love. I pinch one between my forefinger and thumb now, remembering when I once complained that they were too short.

			They’ll grow longer with time, Euryale reminded me then, laughing when I pointed out how long hers already were. You just have to be patient.

			They’ll grow to be even more beautiful than they are now, Stheno added, rolling her eyes. Then you’ll be absolutely insufferable, and we’ll have to toss you into the sea.

			I smile at that old memory now. In the end, Stheno was right. My locs have grown to be as beautiful as she promised, and she teases me mercilessly every time she catches me absently playing with them. That is my eldest sister’s kind of love. It is never honeyed, but I still find hidden sweetness in it. Perhaps it’s because I know, deep down, that Stheno’s natural tendency for candor means I can always trust her. I know she’d never lie to me, even if the truth hurt.

			I’d certainly be glad for some of that candor now as she continues retwisting my roots, but today Stheno stays quiet. I feel the tension in her fingers as she gathers up my locs to arrange them in an elaborate half bun atop my head, then pin it with golden helichrysums. That tension seeps into my scalp and needles down my spine, leaving me fidgety. Neither of us says it, but we both know the source of this tension.

			Today, the prince arrives.

			My mother was right about one thing: By all accounts, the gods and goddesses of the Sea Court talked about our spring celebration feast for many weeks. Some even talked about how beautiful Phorcys’s three daughters had become. Unfortunately, talk had not yielded much in the way of viable suitors for my sisters and me. As the days turned to weeks, then a month, the anxiety in our household grew as thick as the early summer’s stifling heat. I suspect that is why my father responded with great enthusiasm when he finally received a message from Prince Maheer only a fortnight ago, asking if he could pay us a visit. Before, talk of marriage had been nebulous and vague, a thing of some distant, opaque future. Now there is no uncertainty as to what is about to happen.

			Today, one of us will become the prince’s betrothed.

			“Did you know he’s a demigod?” Across her opulent bedchamber, my mother seems unable to stop herself from constantly tugging at and adjusting Euryale’s tunic. Her hands fly about like frantic sparrows, and the excitement in her voice is offset by another emotion I can’t quite name. “He’s a bastard of Ares, but his mother is a mortal princess,” she continues. “Through her, he stands to inherit a small but wealthy kingdom in the lands they call Aithiopia. His wife will also be entitled to that wealth.” She looks up and lets her gaze linger over each of us in turn. “It is of great importance that a match be made today. Do you understand?”

			I have never taken much interest in the complicated hierarchy by which gods arrange themselves, but that doesn’t mean I’m not aware of it. As daughters of minor sea gods, it would be improbable for my sisters and me to wed the legitimate children of the more illustrious Olympians, but a bastard child is different. The bastard of an Olympian is both suitable for our station and an undeniable link to higher status and prestige. To be sure, gods enjoy flaunting their wealth, but what they covet most jealously is the inimitable currency that comes with power. I know power is what my father craves most of all, just as I know that he will use us to take as much of it as he can.

			“I suppose we should go.” My mother stops her fussing and gestures for the three of us to line up before her, giving us each a final inspection. We’ve all had new tunics made for this occasion. Stheno’s is dyed lavender, Euryale’s is yellow. My tunic is a pale spring green. The curtains in my mother’s room are drawn back, but the summer air is still heavy with the scent of the marjoram oil we’ve dabbed onto our arms and necks. I hold my breath as she looks me over last, then nods with rare approval. I can tell, even at a glance, that she hasn’t been drinking today; strangely, it makes her seem younger, like she could be our fourth and eldest sister. She takes a deep breath, steadying herself. “One day, the last of you will marry and leave me.” A soft laugh escapes her, but the smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “Then I’ll be on this island all alone.”

			My sisters and I shift uncomfortably where we stand. In truth, my mother’s words bite into a soft part of me I didn’t know I’d left exposed. Growing up, I rarely felt the kind of bond with her I knew daughters were expected to, but in that moment, I know without a doubt that my mother and I are bonded by something. I know because in her eyes I see a wistfulness I’ve seen mirrored in my own, a bone-deep longing to leave this place. My mother is eons old, but I find myself wondering who she was at seventeen, before she was a wife, a mother. I know little of her past, but I do know that she and my father were not born on this island, as we were. I’m not sure what’s worse: to never know a world beyond this one, or to know it and still be confined. My mother and I lock eyes for just a second before she raises her chin imperiously.

			“Come,” she orders. “The prince is waiting.”

			

			—

			Our gardens have been transformed.

			They are lovely any day of the year, but as my sisters and I follow our mother through the neatly raked dirt paths and corridors of perfectly trimmed hedges, I can tell that more care than usual has been taken to make them look magnificent for the prince’s arrival. When we reach the open lawn where my father’s already sitting, he offers only a cursory nod as we take our seats beside him. Stheno and Euryale are like my mother, cool and elegant
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