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Chapter 1


The snake latches onto my ankle with a final hiss.  
I stretch out my leg, eyeing the snake’s scales glimmering bronze in the bright midday sun. It’s focused solely on its fangs buried in my skin. 
The wound will thankfully be shallow. One of the common snakes found on my home, the twin islands of Kos and Khios, it’s harmless and tiny. This one especially since it’s a mere hatchling. 
I lean down, setting fingers on both its smooth head and cream-colored jaw. 
“Come on,” I say, coaxing at its tightened jaw muscles with the tip of my finger. “Let go, now.” 
It blinks once, slit eyes shifting to look up at me. The fangs hook deeper. 
“Please?” I coax. “I’ll find you a tasty mouse if you do.” 
My hair shifts, a wave of ebony tumbling over my shoulder. I grimace. “Stam, Atia, no.” 
Two heads slither free from their spot coiled near my neck. Atia, olive scales striped with wide, dark lines, turns and stares. 
Who, me? she says in a flick of her forked tongue. 
Stam has no such reservations. She lunges forward, fangs extending to snap down at my ankle. She can’t reach. Venom drips off regardless, spilling into the dry brush at my feet. 
The snake on my ankle flinches, loosening its hold. Venom drips onto a blade of brown grass near its tapered head. All at once, its body coils into itself. The fangs pry free. The snake turns, gone into the brush before Stam can lunge again. 
“Do you have to be so mean?” I ask, stroking a finger down Stam’s slick head. 
She turns, eyes narrow. Her spots shine like liquid bronze. 
I sigh. “Look, just go back to sleep, you two. I have a painting to finish.” 
Atia flicks her tongue against my jaw, then coils back into my hair. 
I’m not so lucky with Stam. She bares her dripping mouth, mocking. 
“Stam,” I say. “It’s gone.” 
She turns, eyeing the narrow cliff we’re sitting on. Her tongue flicks out, scenting. With a last glare, she slides back beneath my hair. 
The end of her, joined to my neck, tightens when she climbs over her sister Atia. There’s a short tussle, then they settle. 
I hum, turning back to my painting. It’s a landscape. All of them are. There’s nothing else to paint on the islands unless I convince a bird to stay still. 
Another layer of blue. So much blue. The Synoro Sea stretches as a near-endless swatch of turquoise, broken only by the Aegean Lighthouse and the distant Prasinos landmass. 
I turn. There, on the opposite horizon, lies the Akri Sea. The waters are colder, a deeper shade of blue. Still more seawater, though. 
Maybe I should have let Stam and Atia stay out. A portrait of each snake could be interesting. But no, I did that two seasons ago. Once a year is Stam’s limit for staying still. 
Rubbing a hand over my forehead, I sigh. Dampness follows. Blue paint smears from my hand, used as a limited paint palette, onto my forehead. Wonderful. 
I grimace. Then lean forward with my paintbrush raised. I focus on a corner with no depth, lacking the deeper shades layered on. Before long, I’m lost to the strokes of paint brush against canvas. 
This time, no island snake appears to find an enemy in my bare ankle. 
Sunlight shifts. Switches from beating against my shoulder to casting grand shadows across the cliff. A flock of gulls takes flight from the sea. They swing into formation, white-gray feathers stark against the cloudless blue sky. 
I add them to the painting, too. 
And it’s done. The previously unfinished corner overflows with paint. Shadows added and gulls mid-flight. Even the jagged cliff edge in front of me takes shape on the bottom of the canvas. 
I smile, body warm despite the late summer chill settling over the islands. 
“CHLOE!” Aunt Stheno shrieks. Her voice is distant. 
Still, my ears ache from the first letter. I groan, throwing my paintbrush into a cup of water, and gather my things. 
The tiny pots of paint, their color-coded lids, and then my cup and paintbrush once I dump the water and wipe both dry on my dress. The canvas I leave, weighing its easel down with rocks from the nearby cliff. 
The painting isn’t dry, so there’s no toting it home. Besides, so long as it’s protected from blowing over in the wind, no one will bother it. There’s no one to bother it. 
Stam and Atia don’t budge when I start the trek back home. 
“CHLOE!” Aunt Euryale yells. 
My steps slow. Stam isn’t awake, but I know she’d approve. 
I hum, stepping on stones spotting across a trickling stream. The stones, and their stream, bridge the islands of Kos and Khios curled around each other like two crescent moons. 
The brittle trees on the other side greet me alongside a ruffled pair of gulls. Amble greets me with a shrill call. Her mate, Brosian, lifts his head from their nest but says nothing. 
Their latest clutch of eggs bore no offspring, sitting stagnant well into the summer until Amble threw them from the nest. Neither cares much, having raised clutches for more years than the seventeen I’ve been alive. They’re old, though their bodies go through the motions of trying, regardless. 
I dig through my bag, coming back with salted dried fish, and throw them each a piece. 
“CHLOE!” 
Brosian flaps his wings, startled. Amble merely looks in my home’s direction with an annoyed tilt of her angular head. 
“Have a pleasant night,” I say, meandering around their nest to continue on. 
Lizards sneak out from a rock overhang when I pass. With a single tilt of their heads, they beg and judge all in one. I laugh, throwing them bits of fish, too. They snap it up and vanish beneath the overhang within a blink. 
[image: image-placeholder]Finally, when the sun is low but not set, my home comes into view. The top portion juts out, keeping out rainstorms. The cave mouth glows from the lit hearth inside. Smoke curls from ventilation holes chiseled through the top. 
The sun lowers closer to the sea. My steps quicken. My aunts won’t be happy if I’m late to dinner. 
Another shriek, this one more shrill than the last. “CHLOE!” 
I sprint into the cave. Stop, leaning a hand against one side of the interior, and gasp for breath. Still, I work on untying my sandals, then toeing them off. Then stuff my bag into a rough nook near the entrance. The paint pots rattle against each other. A lid pops loose. My fingers twitch back toward the bag. 
Aunt Stheno’s deep inhale echoes through the cave. I gulp, then sprint through the network of tunnels and into the kitchen. 
Her mouth is open, my name half formed on her lips, when I stagger to a stop. 
She spots me, narrowing her eyes. “What took you so long? There’s paint on your face!” 
Aunt Euryale tuts. “Never mind that!” 
I smile. Aunt Euryale rarely steps in when Aunt Stheno gets in one of her moods. When she does, I spend the day floating. 
Aunt Stheno shoves a carrot in my direction, huffing as she paces around the kitchen. From hearth to stove to the center table with partially cut vegetables. 
“Cut that,” Aunt Euryale says, returning my smile with a frown. 
I grab a knife, step in front of the table, and begin. 
Their banter flows within and around me. Sweat drips down my back; they’ve fed too much wood into the hearth again. Watching how Stheno approaches Euryale with her cooking spoon raised, I say nothing. She’s definitely in a mood. 
Chop, chop, chop. I turn it into a rhythm, sliding the carrots toward the other cuttings to add a new sound. Bop my head back and forth, humming along. 
A hand lands on my shoulder. I jump, knife raised, and swing around. 
Aunt Euryale squawks, stumbling backward. 
I wince. “Sorry.” 
She huffs. “Are you done?” 
“Done?” 
“With the chopping.” 
I glance over my shoulder. So intent in the rhythm, I went above and beyond cutting the carrots. The entire line of vegetables is chopped into precise squares. 
“I guess so,” I say, surprise coloring my voice. 
Aunt Stheno swoops in, grabbing handfuls of the chopped vegetables, then turns to add them into the pot hanging over the hearth. 
The broth inside splatters onto her wrists each time. She doesn’t so much as flinch. The burns heal in an instant. Mine would too, but I can’t help grimacing on her behalf. 
Aunt Stheno turns, brushing her hands clean. Her eyes settle on her sister, Euryale. “Did you pack the sheets?” 
“Which ones?” Aunt Euryale asks. 
“The good ones, you idiot.” She huffs. “We can leave the rest behind.” 
Left behind? Pack? 
“Auntie,” I say. 
Aunt Stheno talks over me. “They’re in the storage cavern, next to the bath linens.” 
“I’m not an idiot.” Aunt Euryale rolls her eyes. 
“Could’ve fooled me.” 
I swing my gaze between them. Do I stay and face the brewing argument to ask questions or hide in my room? 
Aunt Euryale bares her teeth. “Say that again. I dare you.” 
“Could’ve. Fooled. Me.” Aunt Stheno rolls her lips between her teeth. “Idiot.” 
Aunt Euryale lunges across the kitchen. They land in a heap on the stone floor, covered with a single threadbare carpet. Jutting elbows and knees. Their dresses blend. Their dark hair, made completely of thin snakes, tangles into a writhing mass. 
I shuffle on the balls of my feet. Break them apart or hide? 
Stam’s tongue flits across the right side of my neck. Be brave, I picture her saying. 
With a gulp, I step into the fray. 
It’s only later, when each aunt untangles her snakes in a separate corner of the kitchen, that I dare speak. 
Aunt Stheno’s dress is torn at the hem. I stare at that instead of her narrowed eyes. “Why do you need to pack?” 
Aunt Euryale avoids my eyes. Aunt Stheno bares her teeth but says nothing. 
I look between them. “Another trip to the mainland?” 
Aunt Euryale nods. 
“Why?” I lean against the table. “You both went in the spring.” 
They go every spring without fail for more supplies. Spices, clothes, and various other sundries are simply impossible to find on our islands. 
With their hair hidden by layered shawls, they’re no different from what my few books say mortals look like. Still, they’re quick to return each time. There’s no love for gorgons on the mainland, not after god-king Zeus sent one of his sons to kill my mother Medusa ten years ago. 
I swallow down the fresh sting of tears. Sliding a finger along the knife left on the table, I stare while my skin bleeds, then knits itself back together. 
My mother didn’t have this luxury. She was exiled and wholly mortal except for her snake hair and legendary stone-turning gaze. 
So why am I immortal? My eyebrows furrow low. Immortality is gained either through parentage or Zeus’ ambrosia. 
“Are you telling her or am I?” Aunt Stheno asks. 
I startle, leaning more of my weight against the table. It slides back with an ear-piercing shriek. 
“You can tell her,” Aunt Euryale says. “Since you’re so keen on running your mouth today.” 
With a hiss, Aunt Stheno turns my way. “We’re leaving.” 
“You’re leaving?” 
She shakes her head. Points to all three of us. “All of us are leaving.” 
I blink, thrown. “Leaving for where? We’re exiles, Auntie.” 
Her mouth cracks into a frightful smile. “Not everywhere, Chloe. Only in Prasinos.” 
Only in Prasinos. Where else is there? 
Nekros. The realm of the dead. The afterlife ruled by the gods, Hades and Persephone. 
“Nekros,” I say, shrill. “We can’t go to Nekros!” 
They share a narrow-eyed look. Normally, I’d hide from this alone, but shock freezes my feet to the floor. 
“Why not?” Aunt Euryale asks. 
I flail my hands. Fumble for words. “Well,” I begin. “It’s dangerous.” 
She shrugs. “We’re immortal.” 
“It’s frightening.” 
Aunt Stheno grins. Her snakes snap at empty air. “So are we.” 
“We just can’t.” I gesture at the over-warm kitchen. Sweat drips from my nose. “This is our home.” 
Aunt Stheno rolls her eyes, turning to the boiling pot of stew and giving it a stir. “A home? This is a dank cave on a barren island.” 
Aunt Euryale nods. “You don’t know what a true home is.” 
I throw my hands up. “I know there are no homes in Nekros!” 
Aunt Stheno turns. As one, they step closer, stopping once I’m well and truly cornered against the table. Unless I climb over it. I learned my lesson trying to do so last time. 
“I was right, sister,” Aunt Euryale says. 
I sigh, heart lifting at her defending me yet again. 
Her next words shatter my hope. “She’s a coward after all.” 
“I agree. I did when you said so earlier, too.” 
“Then why argue with me?” 
Aunt Stheno shrugs. “We’re sisters exiled to a cave for eternity. What do you expect?” 
I back away. The table digs into my spine, a dull ache. Maybe I am a coward. Maybe I should know better than to defy them by now. Dread creeps across my skin as goosebumps. 
Their focus swings away from each other, settling on me. Aunt Stheno leans forward, prodding a finger into my shoulder. Hard enough to bruise. I force myself still instead of flinching.
“You want to stay,” she accuses.
Aunt Euryale joins in, jabbing her own bony finger into my side. “Look at her face, she does!”
I school my face into blankness too late. They already saw what they wanted to see. I swallow, forcing a harsh burn of tears back down, and tilt my head down. 
Be submissive, I remind myself. Be pliant. 
Most of all, don’t call on Stam.
She’s settled neatly against my neck, body lax in sleep. Atia is awake, though; her smooth scales rustle against my hair. She doesn’t dare emerge. 
I eye Aunt Stheno and Euryale’s own snakes. Each one watches, intent on me. Ready to strike. They don’t have venom strong enough to knock an immortal like me out. They don’t need venom. Atia is terrified of all of them, regardless.
Aunt Stheno scoffs. “Stay here? In this drab cave?” 
She turns, kicking a low stool. It slams to a stop against the wall with a clatter of wood on stone. A leg breaks off. I wince. There’s no fixing it; we ran out of nails a whole season ago.
“We deserve better than this forced exile.” Aunt Euryale pushes the table back with an arm on each side of me. 
It screeches back, tearing the thin rug with its legs. I stagger backward, trying to find my footing. Stop moving when her snakes hiss, their black eyes narrowed.
Stand still. Keep your eyes down.
Sometimes I wonder if this isn’t my voice but my mother’s. For all her fearsome traits, the stone-turning gaze and venomous snake hair, she cowered the moment Stheno or Euryale showed a hint of anger. 
When she was alive, I had someone to hide behind. Not anymore. Not for years.
Aunt Stheno plucks at my hair, the black strands so unlike my mother’s red. “We do, sister. We must claim what we are owed.”
Aunt Euryale nods, grabbing a fistful of my hair. “First this cowardly creature should cooperate, don’t you think?”
She pulls. I tense but keep my face still. Calm as still water. Strands snap loose to coil around her long fingers. Her snakes flit closer, forked tongues flicking against my skin.
Everything in me says flinch. I don’t.
“Maybe we should teach her a lesson.” Aunt Stheno reaches for the pot still swinging over the hearth. She grabs the ladle and, still dripping, swings it around. 
Boiling hot liquid sears into my cheeks. I groan, curling in on myself. Freeze. Straighten. Realize my error too late.
Aunt Euryale crows a laugh. “She’s not made of stone after all!” 
Another pull on my hair. More strands tear loose.
The steaming ladle in hand, Aunt Stheno approaches with a toothy grin. “She never was. Her mother was smart enough to keep herself blindfolded, remember.”
With a sigh gusting sulfur-scented air across my face, Aunt Euryale rolls her eyes. “Her mother was also smart enough to stay silent. She never questioned us.”
Gods help me, I flinch.
As one, my aunts zero in on that simple movement. They grin, pointed teeth bared and gleaming in the dim hearth light. 
“Oh, we’ve hit a sore spot!” Aunt Stheno says, delight coloring her voice.
“We always do eventually,” Euryale says.
“Perhaps we should talk about where Chloe.” She lifts a section of my hair. “Got her cowardice from.”
“Oh, even the gods know that.”
“I don’t think Chloe does.”
“Fine. Go on, then.”
Aunt Stheno chuckles. “Listen close, girl. You are a coward just like your mother.”
I grit my teeth, locking a curse in my throat. Scream, cry, or argue, none of it will make a difference. They’ll continue to win. Still, I picture Stam latching onto their hands, seeping venom into their veins. They’d be out for days. Days of blissful quiet. Days of absolute peace.
“And now she’s smiling,” Aunt Euryale growls. “We tell her the truth and she smiles.”
Aunt Stheno grabs my chin, forcing my head up. Not for the first time, I wish I inherited my mother’s fatal stare. As immortals, they would thaw eventually, but it’d probably take an entire season. 
Aunt Euryale grabs another handful of my hair, tightening her hold until I either look into their faces or lose a whole chunk of my scalp.
“Idiot child,” one says.
“She’s daft,” says the other.
They swivel their heads, nodding at each other, and turn back to me. Within moments, their stares linger on something past my shoulders. Both gulp, letting go all at once. I stumble away, righting myself against the table. 
Both of them fall to their knees, prostrating themselves into deep bows with arms outstretched before them. My hair shines where it’s tangled around their fingers.
What are they doing?
The fire flickers. A log crumbles beneath the flames. The room plunges into shadow. The shadows twist into shapes both grotesque and beautiful. A too-thin skeleton alongside a crescent moon. A clouded sky beside a long bird bearing a blunt beak. 
Soon, it flattens into a night sky with bright silver stars glimmering from the depths. The shadows themselves shift to a solid black, creeping further along the walls until I can no longer see the edges.
This is the work of a god.
Heart in my throat, I turn around.




Chapter 2


A woman emerges from within a seething mess of shadow. Silver eyes stare back at me with undisguised interest, sparkling like the stars at my back. Her skin, the ever-shifting indigo of the night sky, is dotted with constellations. Hair, pitch black, roils in the air until it becomes part of the shadows themselves. 
A goddess. 
“Goddess Nyx!” Aunt Stheno shuffles forward on her knees. 
Aunt Euryale joins in. “Our most gracious, giving—”
“Hush,” Nyx says.
And both of them fall silent, eyes on the floor. Part of me thrills at seeing them where I was moments ago: subservient. Submissive. Cowards.
She strides forward, ivory dress swishing along the cave floor. Silver pins studded with delicate amethyst stones shine at each shoulder. A belt of matching silver, thin like a circlet, cinches at her waist. 
I lower my head, watching her from beneath my lashes. She’s the goddess of night, here in our home, and anything less than respect could see me attacked.
With a flick of her wrist and a thick tendril of shadow, she slides the table between us to the side. It knocks against the wall, but nothing breaks. I sigh in relief.
Then she stops in front of me but doesn’t touch. I’m glad; I can’t welcome it, not with the phantom grip of hands still in my hair.
“You’re Chloe, yes?” she asks in a husky trill. Her eyes rove from my dark hair down to my grimy feet.
“Yes. I’m Chloe. That’s me.” I snap my mouth shut, swallowing down all the nervous words wanting to spill out. “Sorry.”
She smiles. Her teeth are square like mine. My shoulders loosen from up near my ears.
“None of that, darling.” She leans closer, intent on me and me alone. “We are to be friends.”
“Friends?” one of my aunt’s echoes, disgust lacing her voice.
Nyx silences her with a look of utter fury. With her eyes narrowed and her mouth pursed tight, she’s older in appearance for a moment. As a protogenoi, or a god born of Chaos itself, she’s older than any god in the Olympian court. Old as the fates. Old as the Titans.
I shiver. “Friends?”
She nods, her smile warm.
“I’ve never had a friend before.” No, that’s not right. “Well, I’ve had animal friends but not people friends.” 
I’ve had my snakes, Stam and Atia. Then Amble and Brosian, the old gull couple. Sometimes the lizards if they’re feeling brave enough to come within a hair’s breadth and hear my chatter.
Her smile grows. “Consider me your first people friend, then.” 
I grin back.
“Goddess,” Aunt Stheno says. “You must force her to leave. She refuses!”
I glance back, mouth already open to protest. But she’s right; I don’t want to leave. I haven’t refused, not yet, but I will. 
These caves hold flashes of my mother. Traces of her jasmine smell. Scraps of an old scarf used to cover her eyes or glimmers of a discarded earring.
Besides, haven’t I learned my lesson about arguing with them? My scalp aches at the memory of their hands buried in my hair.
Nyx sighs. “If she leaves, it’ll be her choice to do so.”
Aunt Euryale lifts her head. “But—”
“Her choice,” she snaps. 
The shadows stretch close to my aunts, a tendril lifting to resemble a single finger. It jabs at their raised heads until they lower them again.
Good, let them have a taste of subservience.
“Nyx,” I say.
Her attention swings to me.
I gulp, but press on. “Why are they leaving?”
“We’ve made a bargain, them and I. In return for their help and cooperation.” She pauses, shooting them another glare. “I will award them coveted spots among my entourage.”
“And gold!” Aunt Stheno says, head down. 
Aunt Euryale joins. “Enough gold to buy everything we could ever want!”
Nyx rubs the bridge of her nose the same way my mother did to stave off a headache. “Yes, yes, you’ll get your gold when you fulfill your end of the bargain.”
“But why leave?” I ask. “This is our home.”
“My dear Chloe, this isn’t the sort of bargain one can do at home.” Her lips twist in a wry smile. “Few are.”
I rub at the back of my neck. My hand comes back damp with sweat. “What are they meant to do?”
She waves her hand, a graceful glide I’m sure would be an awkward flail on anyone else. “Dethrone Zeus.”
My heart plummets alongside my stomach. I swallow and taste ash like the hearth itself has filled my mouth. 
Dethrone Zeus, the god-king of Prasinos? The land may be peaceful according to my aunts’ stories and my books, but there are those who hate him. Despise him. My aunts included. And sometimes, when the sun dips beneath the horizon and I’m alone with my thoughts, I hate him too. 
He ordered my mother killed to prove his demigod son, Perseus, capable of becoming a god himself. Perseus embraced his human side, remaining mortal until his death by fire years ago. There’s no use wishing him dead, not anymore. 
But Zeus? Him I can wish dead. My mother is dead on his order.
Nyx hums. “You understand, don’t you? He’s hurt so many. Why, he ordered a simple mortal storyteller dead thirteen years ago. Any of us could be next.”
“He ordered my mother’s murder.” My voice is not my own. No, it’s something twisted, something angry.
She nods. “And who will it be next? One of your aunts?”
I look at them, cowering on the floor. Aunt Stheno keeps her head bowed but her shoulders shake. Aunt Euryale lifts her head, eyes huge in her narrow face. Her mouth trembles. 
“He can’t.”
“He can and he will.” She grasps my chin with an icy hand, yanking my head to face hers. “He can do anything he wants. Only with his death will any of us exiles find peace.”
“You’re an exile? But you’re a goddess.”
“Zeus cares not. I spoke against him once, many lifetimes ago.” Her eyes darken to molten gray. “Now I’m the worst sort of exile, not allowed to step foot into his grand city of Athansi, nor the Olympian Palace. He can do whatever he likes.”
She lets go. “Regardless, joining in on our bargain will be your choice.” She directs the next to my aunts. “And hers alone.”
“Perhaps we should tell her of her parentage, goddess?” Aunt Euryale asks. 
My parentage. Medusa, my mother, and the mysterious man she never named as my father. Gods, I never knew fathers were a thing until I happened upon the word in a book. 
And when I asked, she always went pale. She’d shut herself in a cavern, refusing to eat or sleep, until days after I asked. It didn’t take long for me to stop asking.
Nyx jolts, wisps of her hair ripping free from the shadows encasing her. Her eyes focus on the cave wall, pupils dilating to swallow her silver irises.
“Nyx?” I reach out a hand, hovering near her elbow. 
“My daughter calls for me.” She steps back, putting distance between us, and the shadows retreat from the walls to surround her in their embrace. “If you’ll excuse me, my friend.”
“Of course,” I say with a bow of my head.
“I’ll see you soon, Chloe of the gorgons.” 
She grins once more before the shadows surround her body. They fold in on themselves until she’s a ball of roiling darkness. The ball flies up, slipping through one of the narrow ventilation holes in the cave roof, and vanishes into the night sky in two blinks.
I lower my gaze, pivoting to face my aunts. 
They stand, Aunt Stheno with a hand to her back and Euryale with a pained groan. “We need a better rug,” they say in unison.
I sidle away, keeping to the rounded walls with them in sight. Better to escape now before they can pester me more.
Stam twists against my neck. 
No. Not now. 
I raise a hand, holding her back. It’s too late; she’s already out of my hair, mouth stretched wide in a yawn. Her fangs hang down, threatening and adorable all at once. 
Aunt Stheno’s snakes lunge, snapping at the air. And the snap of their mouths closing rouses Aunt Euryale’s snakes. They hiss as a group, eyeing Stam with the narrow-eyed focus of predators. 
“Chloe!” Aunt Stheno snarls.
Aunt Euryale points to Stam. Her finger trembles. “Put that snake away.”
So much for making a clean escape.
I glance down at Stam. “Please go back to sleep,” I whisper, stroking a hand along her head.
Her tongue flicks out, scenting the air. 
The other snakes hiss again.
Stam opens her mouth, fangs bared. Lunges just once. 
Their snakes coil in on themselves, tangling in a fathomless heap on each of their heads with heads ducked away. 
Aunt Stheno shrieks. Aunt Euryale reaches for her snakes, stroking each while murmuring sweet nothings. 
In the chaos, I slip out of the kitchen. 
“Thanks, Stam,” I say once the flap of thick fabric covering my cavern flutters into place at my back.
My aunts grunt and shout in the kitchen, their footsteps remaining firmly in the space. Good. They haven’t chased after me.
I fall onto my bed. The ceiling is the same as always: pocked and rough. A spider lingers in one corner, web turning invisible when the light filtering through the ventilation holes dims. 
“Stam, Atia,” I whisper. My eyelids lower further with each blink. 
Stam is a glimmer of bronze, Atia an olive green, when they unfurl. Their solid black eyes gleam in the low light. As one, they swipe their tongues across my cheek.
“What should I do? I can’t stay here by myself.” 
The mainland is dangerous. My mother feared it, never leaving our islands. My aunts love it, yet warn me how dangerous the cities are each time they return from gathering supplies. Thieves abound. Worse, there’s always another demigod looking to prove their mettle by killing a fearsome monster. A monster like a gorgon. A monster like me.
I shiver, then pull my woolen blanket over my head until we’re cocooned in pure warmth.
Atia curls herself against my cheek, cool body a soothing balm. My eyelids drag lower still.
Stam flicks her tongue against my ear. 
I startle, curling a hand against the tingling skin there. “Stop being a menace.”
She hisses, the jagged one I’ve forever assumed a laugh. 
Stop being a menace.
What if I stopped defying my aunts in little ways? Getting back to the cave before dinner, not after. Cleaning the streaks of paint my fingers leave each time I return.
No, I can do better than that! 
I’ll clean, cook, and tend to their every need until they can’t imagine anywhere better than here. The floors swept spotless; the walls scrubbed to a well-honed sheen, and food cooked more decadent than even Aunt Stheno can manage. 
I’ll have to find what scant herbs the island grows to add more flavor to the food; our spice supply is sparse. 
Stam settles against my neck. Atia coils closer to her until they become a knot of scale on scale. Until I can’t tell where one begins and the other ends.
I fall into a sleep full of my mother’s laughter and brooms swishing against the cave floor.
[image: image-placeholder]“Come on,” I say, struggling to attach a handful of straw to the driftwood pole. 
It doesn’t talk back. Instead, the pole chooses this exact moment to snap clean in half. I throw it on the ground. 
Another crack. The tail end of one half hangs on by a sliver. 
I groan, flopping onto the stone floor. I lie back, throwing an arm over my eyes, and sigh. 
Of course our old broom broke precisely now. I’ll have to find another piece of driftwood, or worse, saw down one of the thin trees growing on our islands. 
Atia flicks her tongue over my racing pulse. Calm down, I imagine her saying. 
“I am calm.”
Stam weasels her way from my hair, gliding across my cheek in clear mockery. 
Later, after I dig another long piece of driftwood from our storeroom, I fasten straw to the end with a cord. This pole doesn’t snap, not quite brittle from the dry late-summer air just yet. 
Before long, I’m sweeping the floor in wide arcs. Aunt Euryale and Stheno rustle through their individual rooms, items thumping against the thick walls when I pass, but thankfully keep to themselves.
When the sunlight beaming from the cave opening and ventilation holes shifts to a breezy dusk, I sit back and truly look at all I’ve done. 
The walls shine, scrubbed clean of grime. The floors are a gleaming swatch of stone interspersed with the rough-hewn rugs. I beat them with a stick until no more dirt dared fall off. The odd nooks are dust-free. I stored my paints and sandals in my room, piled at the end of my bed.
Clean. It’s all clean. Even the kitchen is spotless; I scrubbed the wall near the hearth for close to an hour to remove traces of soot and stew.
My arms ache, my legs wobble, but I grin. 
“Aunt Stheno!” I holler into the main hallway. “Aunt Euryale!”
So busy packing, they’re late starting dinner.
Both poke their heads free from their caverns, snakes hissing more with curiosity than anything else.
I shove Stam back into my hair. She sighs but settles down. As parts of me, the exhaustion from cleaning our home weighs just as heavy on her and Atia.
“What!” Aunt Stheno shouts back. 
Aunt Euryale huffs, pulling a lumpy bag along when she leaves her room. “What is it?”
I gesture around the hall.
They both glance around, then turn to stare at me. 
“Is this a guessing game?” Aunt Euryale asks.
Aunt Stheno snorts. “Some game. It’s just our same old cave.”
“I scrubbed the walls,” I say. “And swept the floors. Beat the rugs. Cleaned every inch of the kitchen, hearth included.”
Their brows plummet low over their eyes. With a shared look, one I can’t read on either of their faces, they shrug. 
“About time you earned your keep,” Aunt Stheno says.
Aunt Euryale nods. “Very true!”
I nod along. “Yes, yes. And…?”
We can stay, I urge with my eyes. 
“Oh, put those away.” Aunt Stheno grunts, turning back to her room. “Whatever you want, you can keep to yourself. We have to pack!”
Aunt Euryale sighs. Her bag swishes across the floor when she pivots and returns to her room. Her voice echoes out. “And now she’s interrupting us when we’re clearly busy.”
My left eyelid begins a rapid twitch. Sweat dries on my back, sticking my dress to my dirt-covered skin. Dust tickles inside my nose, threatening to start another sneezing fit. 
I glance around, shoulders slumped. All this work, all this time, and they don’t care.
Faced with their complete indifference, my heart plummets. Those precious herbs I trekked across the islands to find, left in a small basket on the kitchen table—they won’t care about those either.
They’ll leave with Nyx, and I’ll be here. Alone.
Alone for the first time. Oh, they leave on supply runs to the mainland, using a ratty boat pushed along by splintering oars, but they always come back. Always.
Not this time. If I stay, I’ll be alone in my home. No aunts or mother. Just me. My snakes and the island animals will be my only company. 
How long before I go mad? How long until I forget the days? 
Worst of all, I’ll be the one risking my life on the mainland to find supplies. Men, demigods, gods, even other creatures—if anyone sees Stam or Atia, they’ll know. They’ll know and they’ll kill me just like my aunts warn.
Still, part of me hopes. Hopes until I’m sweating over the hearth, stirring in herbs and whispering prayers.
Turn out okay. 
Make them stay.
Gods, don’t make me leave.
Nothing happens. 
Aunt Stheno hears my whispers when she passes. She smacks the back of my head. “Stop that. There’s no point! No god in their right mind will aid a creature, let alone a gorgon.”
She’s right. Part of me keeps hoping, anyway.
I keep stirring while they bustle around me, grabbing pans and utensils to store in their bags. Why they’ll need either while working alongside Nyx, I don’t ask. But soon, they’re back in their rooms.
I put my head down, watching the food until the liquid is gone from the heaps of rice. Herbs, cut fine, fleck the rice and meat with mild greens. The scent is savory with a hint of sweetness; I mixed in drops of honey, more precious than gold on our barren islands.
“Dinner!” I call.
There’s a satisfying crush of them both trying to fit through the kitchen doorway at the same time. They curse back and forth before stumbling inside.
I dish the food into three bowls, sure to heap extra in theirs while mine is filled halfway. A fourth of the food remains in the pot should they want more.
They pull stools close to the table, settling down and tucking into their food. Watching them so closely, more of my rice ends up down my dress than in my mouth. 
When Aunt Euryale leans back, patting her stomach, I lean forward. “Good?” I ask.
She nods.
Aunt Stheno leans back from her second bowl. Lets loose a massive burp. It echoes around the kitchen, then the caverns beyond. “You added fennel.”
I hum, nodding. 
“But there was a hint of sweetness,” Aunt Euryale says. Her mouth purses. “Sugar?”
Aunt Stheno snorts. “No, no, not that sweet. Something more…natural.”
“Sugarcane?”
“No, you idiot. Not sugar!”
Oh no. I slump lower in my seat. Maybe if I leave now—
“Honey?”
Aunt Stheno snaps her fingers. “Yes! It was honey.”
Aunt Euryale nods. Then freezes. “She used honey.”
“The honey we like in our tea.”
They turn to me where I’m standing, one foot raised to flee. “Sit down!” they say in unison.
I do, pulling in my shoulders to appear smaller. “I was only trying to make it taste—”
Aunt Stheno snarls. “You know you’re not supposed to use honey.”
“First the candy, now our honey!” Aunt Euryale throws her hands up, narrowly missing Stheno’s ear.
“The candy was two years ago.” I snap my mouth shut, realizing my error too late.
Never argue back.
They go eerily still. Then walk around the table. With each step, I flinch. Clench my eyes shut. Grit my teeth. Wait and wait for an eternity.
A hand clamps down on my neck. The wide palm and clammy skin; Aunt Stheno. 
She drags me upright, towing me away from the table. I open my eyes, gasping for breath. Her hand is a vice grip around my throat. Aunt Euryale trails after us, her mouth turned down in a scowl.
I’m thrown in front of the hearth, a hair’s breadth away from the fire. Despite the stifling heat, I take deep breaths, desperate for air. Each gasp burns in my throat. The relentless heat stings my eyes.
“Learn this lesson well, girl.” Aunt Stheno leans down, snarling in my ear. “Disobedience will be punished.”
Aunt Euryale stops on my other side. She grabs my arms in a bruising hold, forcing them behind my back. 
Without my hands against the floor, keeping me propped upright, I sink closer to the flames. Only the hand on my neck prevents my face from being seared off.
The ends of my hair swing closer to the fire. I heave a breath. “Please, I won’t do it again.”
“Do what?” one of them says; I can’t tell which around the rushing in my ears.
“I won’t argue.”
She pushes me closer. The tips of my hair ignite.
I close my eyes but can’t stop the acrid scent of burning hair from filling my senses. My breaths stutter alongside my heart. 
“And?”
Another push. Another span of my hair lost to the flames. “Please!” 
“AND?”
“I won’t take without asking!”
Aunt Stheno spits. It lands on the side of my neck. The goopy wetness seeps through my hair, down onto one of my sleeping snakes. Stam. Don’t wake up, don’t wake up, don’t wake up—
“Not good enough. You don’t take. You steal.”
Stam uncoils with an ominous hiss from my hair, fangs bared and dripping with venom.




Chapter 3


Stam whips into a brutal strike. She misses Aunt Stheno’s hand by a hair’s breadth. Venom flings onto a nearby rug. 
Aunt Stheno jumps backward, her own snakes a rioting mass of hissing. 
The sudden loss of her hand on my neck sends me plummeting to the floor. My cheek smashes into the stone floor with a crack of bone. 
The floor burns this close to the fire. Another length of my hair unfurls into the flames.
Stam lunges again. Aunt Euryale’s grip eases, then disappears. I’m left groaning on the floor, my cheekbone broken into pieces and the stone blistering my skin. My hair is a lost cause; years of growth lost in heartbeats to the flame. 
The throbbing pain in my face should make me cry. Punishment should make me cry. Instead, anger simmers in my chest like embers in the depths of the hearth. When my eyes sting, it’s not from pain or fear. It’s from the embers within me igniting all at once. 
I push myself to my knees. My breaths slow. Stam turns, giving me a single look, and I nod. Her mouth stretches into a reptilian mimicry of a smile. Venom leaks from her fangs.
“I don’t steal,” I say.
Aunt Stheno’s mocking laugh echoes through the cavern.
“You stole our honey,” Aunt Euryale says.
I turn with Stam coiled to strike. I’m not sure what they see in my eyes or my bruise-mottled face. Whatever it is has them backing away, their snakes tucking in on themselves.
“Say it again.”
The pure ice, the lack of inflection; at first, I don’t recognize the voice as my own.
“You stole our honey,” she repeats, less sure.
They shuffle out of my way when I stride past. Stam bares her mouth wider, showing them each bit of her dripping fangs. 
I lean my hands against the kitchen table, my back to them. “Say it again. I dare you.”
“You stole our honey.”
The plates of decadent food crash onto the floor. Ceramic shatters. Grains of rice cover the floor in sticky heaps. The bits of green herbs I worked so hard for, now lost to the muddled green-gray rug.
“You’ll pay for that, you—” Aunt Stheno starts, footsteps surging close.
“Don’t.” Aunt Euryale says. “The venom.”
“To Hades with the venom,” she says. “We’ll chop that creature’s head off like we should’ve done years ago.”
I pivot, heart in my throat. Gone is the cold predator ready to kill. In her place stands cowering prey with singed hair.
Aunt Stheno bares her teeth. The glint of them distracts from the gleam of the knife in her hand, but only for a moment.
I’m immortal. Is Stam? I don’t—I don’t know.
I huddle into myself, hands cupped over her fragile body. “Auntie, please.”
Her snakes emerge, scenting the air with a hundred forked tongues. “The fire wasn’t enough of a lesson, was it?” 
I snap my mouth shut.
“You had to keep going, keep arguing.” She steps closer. The knife point pricks into my side. “So let me make this clear.” 
She leans close. Our noses touch. Her breath smells of vinegar. “Disobedience will be punished.”
Aunt Euryale nods. “Better us to teach you than the gods.”
The knife digs deeper. Wetness seeps from my side, trickling onto my dress.
“Do you understand?” she asks.
“Yes.”
“Good girl.” She smiles. There’s nothing warm about the expression. “Now move your hands.”
No. Not Stam. Brave, fierce, beautiful Stam. 
“But—”
She lifts the knife, batting at my knuckles with the point. “Move. Your. Hands.”
Not Stam.
I move my hands.
Stam lunges out. Aunt Stheno grunts, stumbling backward. 
Stam’s jaw snaps at empty air. Venom flings onto the rug, the table, and Aunt Euryale’s skin. She shrieks, brushing it off, but it only smears. She drops, rolling against an edge of the rug with heaving gasps.
And in the chaos, Aunt Stheno moves forward before Stam can recover. She grabs Stam’s head, just behind her jaw, and holds as Stam writhes in her grip. 
The knife raises. Plummets down toward Stam’s neck. My chest heaves. My heart skips. Black creeps into my sight.
“STOP!”
A tendril of darkness coils around Aunt Stheno’s waist, flinging her backward. She lands in a groaning heap against the wall next to the hearth. 
Stam drops, gasping, onto my shoulder the moment my aunt’s grip loosens. Atia emerges, leaning into her sister and lending much-needed warmth.
“What are you doing?” Nyx says. She leans close. Her hand settles on my other shoulder.
Aunt Euryale kneels, head bowed. “Teaching the child a lesson.”
“A lesson?” Nyx asks, voice sickly sweet. “You were destroying her one weapon.”
She kicks the nearest stool. It smashes into slivers against the nearest wall. Shards of wood slice into Aunt Euryale’s arms. I try, and fail, not to be pleased at the sight of her blood.
Aunt Stheno crawls forward, stopping next to her sister. “They could’ve grown back—” 
She growls. “Could have isn’t good enough.” 
“Goddess,” Aunt Euryale says. “What would you have us do? The child is.” She pauses, upper lip twitching into a sneer. “Rebellious.”
“Good,” Nyx says. “We’ll need that for our plan, don’t forget.”
“But—” they say in unison.
“No,” Nyx rasps. “No more. If you wish to punish the girl, it won’t be while we are working together. Do I make myself clear?”
Their throats work in a gulp. “Yes, goddess.”
She nods once. Then her hand, still against my shoulder, tugs at me until we’re free from the stifling kitchen. 
I stagger alongside her until we reach my room. Sink onto the bed, hands on my knees. I glance down at my knuckles, still bloodied from Aunt Stheno’s knife, and bite back on a whimper. Touch my hair, now burned shorter. The ends crumble to ash against my fingertips.
Stam bumps her head against my wrist, a reassurance and comfort both.
“Chloe,” Nyx says. 
And it’s like hearing from beneath a raging current. Muffled, distant. 
“Chloe.”
Her hands land on my knees. Warm. One finger at a time, she taps my knobby knees until a rhythm emerges. Then hums along, almost the lullaby my mother once sang. 
I focus on the beat instead of my galloping heart or shaking body. Breath by breath, I leave the vice-grip of panic. 
When it’s gone, I wipe a hand over my tear-soaked face. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be,” she says, a smile in her voice. “I’m glad I could help.”
 I swallow a fresh wave of tears. “Thank you.”
She pats my knee once, then stands. “I must go deal with your aunts. Rest, my dear.”
She pushes at my shoulders until I lie back, my eyes trained on the ceiling. The spider wove his web wider; he’s closer to the center of the room now.
Her steps echo through the caverns. Then silence. Hushed voices, Nyx’s rasp distinct from the rest but no more decipherable. I lose time to the cadence of their whispers. 
One moment I close my eyes, the night sky and a glimmer of stars visible through the hole in the ceiling, and the next I wake hours later. The sky is still dark above. The spider creeps to the other side of the room, spinning his web in fits and starts as he goes.
“Stam,” I whisper into the dark.
Her tongue licks across my cheek, now healed.
“I’m sorry.” 
She leans against my neck. I know.
A flurry of whispers echo from the kitchen, closer to the doorway this time. I catch snippets of words. 
Medusa. Temple. Father.
I jolt upright. My head spins, but I ignore it, shoving myself up to standing. I sidle closer to the flap of fabric covering my doorway, leaning my head against the crack where it flutters against the stone. 
“We must tell her,” Aunt Euryale says.
Aunt Stheno joins. “She’ll understand everything if we do, goddess.”
Nyx hums but says nothing.
Sweat trickles down my neck. I swipe my hand across the skin there, then scratch at the fine hairs until my neck stings.
Could they know who my father is?
“Her father,” Aunt Euryale says, voice overloud compared to the quiet whispers from before.
“Hush!” Aunt Stheno says.
They do—they know who he is.
I push aside the fabric, stepping into the hallway. I’m careful to keep my steps loud; better for them to know I’m coming than to sneak close and get caught. They go quiet and still. When I edge into the kitchen, they turn as a group, their faces drawn.
“You know who my father is,” I say. My tone is accusing. Each word cracks.
“Darling—” Nyx says, hands outstretched toward me.
“I need to know. Please.” I pause, breath coming in gasps. “My mother is dead. If there’s a chance, no matter how slim, I have a father alive somewhere, I need to know.”
They exchange a look, one I can’t interpret. But there’s something dark in their eyes that has nothing to do with Nyx’s powers.
“Come sit,” Nyx says, leading me to a stool close to the low-burning hearth.
“He’s dead, isn’t he?” I ask. Why else should I sit than to receive bad news?
“I wish he was,” Aunt Stheno mumbles.
Aunt Euryale elbows her in the side, hard enough for them both to stumble.
“He’s alive,” I say, clutching at Nyx’s dress. She stoops down, mouth pinched into a tight bud. “Where?”
“Sit and I’ll tell you,” she says, oddly soft. 
I sit, the wooden stool hard against my skin, but I barely notice anything beyond the buzzing in my veins. 
I have another parent somewhere out in the realm. Someone I can love, someone who can love me. Oh, my aunts love me in their own way, but they’re no substitute for my mother’s constant affection or the possibility of a father. A father who could spoil me like in the storybooks.
“Before she became a creature, your mother was a regular, if beautiful, mortal,” Nyx begins. “She worked as a priestess devoted to the gods in a grand temple in the town of Kyma.”
My mother, staring at the distant coastline with something like longing written across her face.
“Mother!” I yelled, tugging on her dress. Only when my tugs began tearing stitches, did she look away, putting her blindfold back into its spot over her deadly eyes. 
But she’d always return to the northern tip of the islands, the same expression upon her face while staring at that spot.
Another quirk, I thought.
But I remember the maps in the books. The spot she looked at on the coastline bordering the Akri Sea? The spot with its streams of hearth smoke? Kyma.
Nyx continues. “She devoted herself to her work spreading the history of all the gods yet many knew her favorite was Athena.”
Athena, the goddess of wisdom and a warrior in her own right. Picturing my mother devoting herself to a warrior goddess—something doesn’t sit right. My mother was timid. Quiet.
Yet before she became a gorgon, was she different? Did she laugh and dance? Did she smile with all of herself? 
“Mother,” I said.
She hummed to show she was listening, but didn’t glance up from the embroidery draped across her lap. She couldn’t look at me, not without a blindfold, and she remembered not to always, no matter how much I prodded at her patience.
I leaned into her leg, wide eyes trained on the stitches shaping into a scene of a battle of god against Titan.
One by one, I pointed to the figures shaped by the thread, asking their names. Some had no names; simple fillers of the forgotten mortals who helped in the battles. Others were gods. Ares, running a man through with a sword. Zeus, striking a massive Titan down with forked lightning. Apollo, glowing hands tending to one of the fallen mortals, healing them even as they bled out. 
Then a woman, her helm the same shining gray as her eyes. “And her?”
A flicker of a smile. “Athena.”
Nyx’s voice pulls me back. “But word of Medusa’s beauty spread far, even to Athansi and the glittering court within its Olympian Palace. Before long, a particular god ventured to Kyma’s temple.”
My mother, her burgundy hair twisted into endless snakes. Her fair skin. Eyes like liquid chestnuts, near gold when the sun struck them, but unwilling to stare at anyone for so much as a second. 
“Why are mine green?” I asked her once, staring into the clear stream between the two isles. My reflection stared back up at me, eyes a startling green.
She said nothing. That night, she curled on our shared bed, her back to me, and refused to sing one of her lullabies no matter how I poked at her spine.
“And?” I ask.
“And he met her.” Nyx’s mouth purses until it blends into her dark skin. “He made his advance, offering her a spot by his side as a coddled lover. He had already married, but his wife had vanished beneath the Thalassa Ocean’s waves years before.”
Screech. Aunt Euryale leans against the table, pushing it backwards. She raises a hand to her face, shadowing her features.
“Medusa refused. No matter how deep her devotion to the gods went, she could not leave her post to tend to this one god.” 
Nyx swallows, throat bobbing. Her gaze stays trained on mine. “So he took what he wanted by force. He left her there, bleeding in the shadow of Kyma’s statues of the gods.”
“He—” My throat tightens. I can’t breathe. I can’t think. “He raped her.”
Nyx nods. “He did.”
My mother, her back to me, her blindfold knotted into place. I tugged on her dress until she turned. 
“Yes, Chloe?” she asked, exasperation and fondness laced in her tone.
I grinned. “I found a name for my snakes!” My lips pursed to the side, my grin stifled just barely. “You kept saying this word in your sleep. And it’s perfect! Divided in half, it’s four letters for each snake, that way they don’t get jealous.”
Her mouth fell from its smile. “What word?”
“Stamatia! I’ll name this snake.” I held each of my two snakes up for her, though she couldn’t see. “Stam. It even sounds tough, like she is. The other will be Atia, the nicer of the two names, for she’s the sweetest.”
My mother’s face grew blank. Her skin drained of any color. Her hands, when they moved to twine around each other by her hip, trembled. 
“Do you know what that word means?” Her voice shook.
I lowered my eyes, thinking. The old language, the one the Titans favored before the war.
Then I grinned, the answer slotting into place. “Stop! It means stop.”
She nodded, then turned away. 
She didn’t leave our bed for three days afterward. Even when she did, days later, she always returned to saying that same word each night in her sleep. Only each time after, she screamed.
I learned to live with her screaming.
Buzzing flows from my veins to fill my ears. I lift a hand. Try to place it against my clammy forehead. But it shakes, veering off course, and lands on the wall next to the hearth.
Nyx inhales, sharp and low. Her hand cradles mine. “Careful, you’ll burn.”
I deserve to burn. All my questions, all my mistakes, my too-bright eyes—each one reminded her of him.
“Was he punished?” I croak.
She shakes her head. “No. She was.”
I reel backward. The stool clatters beneath me before stilling, legs back against the ground. The buzzing grows, filling my head. 
“Athena appeared in the temple, finding Medusa where she bled and waited beneath Athena’s statue. Medusa, your mother, called for the goddess during and after her assault.”
“Athena punished her?”
“Worse. She transformed her into a monster of snake hair, red as the blood smeared on her precious statue. Made her eyes turn anyone she looked upon into a stone statue much like those of the gods in the temple. Then the goddess exiled her to these islands to live among the other gorgons for the rest of her mortal life.”
I lean, head against my knocking knees, and try to breathe. “Why?”
“She desecrated Athena’s statue. Few remember Athena is a virginal goddess.”
“He raped her.”
“The gods cared not, especially Athena. In their eyes, she had done wrong and deserved such punishment. Besides, punishing one of their own precious court members? Unheard of.”
“Who was the god?”
“Poseidon, god of the ocean.”
I ran toward the waves in my worst dress, intent on splashing in the shallow depths close to the one sandy stretch of shore on the islands. But before I could step foot in the water, my mother’s icy hands pulled me back.
“No,” she whispered into my ear. “Never venture into the ocean.”
I squirmed in her hold. “But Mother—”
“Never, Chloe. Promise me.”
I pouted. It did nothing; she couldn’t see me beyond the fabric covering her eyes. 
After wearing myself out, wiggling in her arms, shoving at her hands, I gave in. 
“I promise.”
I’ve kept the promise for the ten years since. I’m seventeen, and not once have I swum in the sea. The stream, no matter how shallow, always has to be enough.
Finally, I know why my skin heals. Why my body forever regenerates anything lost. Why I’m immortal where my mother was not. 
My father is alive.
My father is a god.




Chapter 4


Many sights shatter the Synoro Sea horizon—the bustling seaside town of Aegea and its army of fishing boats weaving through the morning waves with ease. To one side, the mainland hides behind cloying fog. To the other, the sea stretches to the plummeting end of the realm, broken by the Aegean Lighthouse, dim in the early morning sunlight. 
This is how it has always been on the southernmost tips of my islands, Kos and Khios. This is how it always will be.
Unless I leave.
Yet how can I leave? Even as my feet take me to the other end of the islands, I remain lost in thought. Leaving my home, our home—I’ll lose the last traces of my mother. Her lingering scent and the memory of her rare laughter.
I skip across the stream between the islands, uncaring when my dress drags in the freshwater between the slippery rocks. 
Does it matter if I stay? Whether I sense her in those little ways, she’s still gone. She’s still dead. 
My feet stop. I lift my head. I’m in front of the painting from just two days ago. The seamless blues of the shifting tide, the splatter of gulls in flight. Besides the drops where dew marbled the colors into odd twists, the painting is my best yet. 
My hands shake when I fit them around the canvas. I lift it off the easel. The paint is hard, dried to a rough sheen beneath my palms. 
I stroke a thumb across the painted horizon. The same one I’ve seen all my life. Comfort curls across my heart like a slumbering snake.
My life is an eternity stretching wider than the horizon. A life spent on these two islands, nothing but gulls and lizards for company. Never venturing beyond, never swimming in the vast ocean, never meeting mortals, never glimpsing the glittering cities on the mainland, and never falling in love. 
Never meeting my father. Never having the satisfaction of plunging a knife into his chest. 
Warmth disappears, leaving a weighted chill across my shoulders.
The painting flies into the sea, plunging beneath the waves before bobbing to the surface. A current pulls it away from the island tip. Within minutes, it’s gone.
I glance down at my shaking hands. Paint smears them even now, two days later, and I wipe them on my dress until the skin stings. The paint doesn’t chip away.  
With a grunt, I stride away from the empty easel. Instead of skipping across the stream, I plunge into the water. It laps at my calves, soaking my dress, but I press on. My knees knock together with each step. My hands, tucked into the folds of my dress, quake no matter how hard I grip the fabric. 
The water lapping around my legs shifts to a startling shade of green. Anxiety seizes me for a split second. Then I realize it’s only a vision from my mounting panic. I squeeze my eyes closed, stumbling through the rest of the stream, and don’t look back once I’m out.
I stumble to a spot besides Amble and Brosian’s nest. Gasp for breath. There’s not enough—my chest burns, cinching tighter around my lungs.
“Please,” I say. “Give me a reason to stay.”
They perk upright, watching me with a tilt of their heads, eyes wide and unblinking. 
“Please!” I shriek. 
Their feathers ruffle, an attempt to make themselves larger. Brosian lifts himself off the nest and spreads his wings. He beats at the air with hard flaps, eyes trained on me in a threat.
 My legs wobble. I force them straight and stagger on. But by the time I reach the rock overhangs where the lizards hide, I can’t stave it off any longer. 
I fall to my knees on the ground, uncaring of the pebbles digging into my skin, and heave. First for breath. Then my stomach roils. The heaves turn into retching.
Only after my stomach is empty and acrid vomit coats the ground do I glance up. The lizards watch from each crevice, their eyes dark. They remain still despite my gasps tearing through the quiet.
My hands shake against the dirt ground. I force myself up on unsteady legs. Blood trickles down from my scraped knees.
“Well?” I scream. 
Give me a reason, my mind pleads, one of you give me a reason to stay.
The lizards flit back into their hiding places, mottled scales vanishing behind the rock.
I’m left alone in the morning sun. Wetness drips down my face. I swipe my hands across my cheeks. They come back damp with tears.
Tears for my mother and her fate, for my father’s blood running through my veins.
I claw at my arms, trying to reach my veins. His blood—it needs to come out. My fingernails, bitten short, scrabble uselessly. Welts raise in their wake. 
A wordless scream pierces the air.
Only when my throat aches do I realize the sound came from me.
My legs give up their fight. I fall again onto my knees again. Curl forward until my head, too, rests against the ground. Tears drip down my nose, flecking the dirt with droplets.
I heave and I cry. My chest burns with each breath. My hands scrape at the ground. Pebbles lodge beneath my fingernails; sharp, constant stings of pain. 
Eventually, there’re no tears left. Eventually, my body wears itself out. 
I stare at the cloudless summer sky above, having flopped onto my back minutes ago. My blinks are slow, weighted. With the panic subsided, there’s nothing left but the numb hole carved into my heart and the exhaustion eating away at my mind.
One of my aunts yells her frustration, the sound carrying. I stand and trek home. 
The cave is cool, hidden from the relentless sun. I sink onto my bed, pulling an old quilt over my
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