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“The waters of the Hercynian Sea are the most treacherous in all Hathuldria,” my grandfather said. The wrinkles and folds of his ancient skin cast shadows at strange angles over his face in the glow of the lamplight. His body was hunched and crumpled but his mind was still bright and sharp.
“You will scare the boy with your nonsense stories,” mother scolded as she nursed my baby sister in the corner of the room. 
“It’s not nonsense!” my grandfather objected. “I sailed those seas myself for years, taking shipments from the port towns on the outskirts of Amun-Ra and Luciferian to Hadrian. I remember the monsters that lurked in the dark and portentous waters of that ocean. There were giant serpents, as long as several shipping boats, with impenetrable scales! When they thrashed and writhed their bodies, they could cause great waves, capsizing ships and sending men overboard to be devoured in their titanic jaws! There were great beasts with slimy tentacles that would wrap around the ships like strangling vines of muscle before crushing the ships to splinters. And things without names that dwelled in the deep darkness. Blind and crawling things that would wait for the flotsam and jetsam of a shipwreck to fall all the way down to the ocean floor where they would scavenge and pick and feast, trapping the souls of sailors down there with them. And don’t forget the dreaded sirens that would lure seamen to watery graves with the power of their voices!”
“Tell me about them! I want to know!” I insisted, ignoring the disapproving look from my mother as she burped my sister.
“Before I can tell you any of those stories,” said my grandfather, “you need to understand where all the monsters in the Hercynian Sea came from. Do you know?”
I shook my head, my eyes growing wider in wonder with each passing moment. 
“The island kingdom of Echidna,” grandfather whispered.
“There is no such place!” My mother hissed as she rocked my sister to sleep.
“Not anymore!” said grandfather, raising his bushy grey eyebrows like a curtain, revealing his pale blue eyes.
“Because it never existed in the first place,” my mother insisted.
“It did exist but it was condemned by the gods and hidden from mortal sight by a magical fog,” said grandfather. 
“I am going to bed,” my mother replied as she shook her head. She knelt down beside me and planted a kiss on the top of my head. “Do not let your grandfather’s tall tales give you nightmares.”
“I won’t,” I said and hugged my mother before she left the room.
“Tell me what happened,” I demanded in an excited whisper. 
“Well as with most troubles in this world, it began with the unhappiness of a woman.”
“How is that possible?” I gasped. “How can a single woman be responsible for filling an entire ocean with monsters?”
“All things are possible through the magic of the gods, sweet child,” grandfather said. “And she wasn’t just any woman. She was a queen.”
*
Queen Melanthea fought back tears as she gazed out at the glittering Hercynian Sea from the large open balcony windows of her chamber. Far below the palace, black jagged rocks jutted out from under the restless waves like great teeth. She watched as a group of greasy water monitors fought over a piece of rotting fish. The repulsive reptiles hissed and snarled at each other with mouthfuls of needle-like fangs. The sight made her stomach churn.
Her mother had named her after one of the Fates, Melantha the Allotter, in the hopes that she would be granted an easy life. It had not worked. If anything, the queen often thought it had the opposite effect and caused the goddess to curse her.
The warm ocean breeze billowed and danced through the sheer curtains. The sun had not yet reached its peak in the cloudless sky and thin rivulets of sweat had already begun to form on the queen’s chest and fall between her breasts. “Are you certain it will work?” Melanthea asked without looking away from the foam forming on the restless waves. She tried to retain a regal tone, but her voice cracked with anxiety and betrayed her.
“Umro is most powerful,” Arista reassured. “All the women in my village say so.”
The advice of a handmaiden would normally be the last Melanthea would seek out but friends for council had run as dry as her heart was broken. She turned away from the window and sat down at her ornate dressing table so that Arista could finish dressing her hair. 
“And all the arrangements have been made?” Melanthea asked as Arista began to run her fingers through the queen’s thick curls of yellow and gold. Their reflections stared back at them from the tall, polished bronze mirror that reached almost all the way to the high vaulted ceiling.
The mirror had been a wedding gift from the king. At the beginning of the marriage Melanthea had been elated with it. She would spend hours admiring herself as her handmaidens preened her hair and applied beautifying potions and make-up to her face and body. But as the years passed the mirror and her reflection had begun to serve as a bitter reminder of everything she had lost; time, beauty, youth, and hope.
The queen looked as haggard by grief and worry as she felt. Her dull hazel eyes were framed by dark circles. Arista’s youthful and fresh appearance drew such a glaring comparison between the two women that the queen struggled to gaze upon it without a burning and resentful anger rising in her chest. She fought the overwhelming urge to strike the simple girl with the closest object within reach. Arista was still a maiden in the spring of her life while Melanthea had seen more hardship than she cared for. Despite one of them being an ageing queen and the other a low-born handmaiden, Melanthea couldn’t help but feel sorrier for herself. A queen she may have been but to Melanthea, the kingdom of Echidna was nothing more than a tiny cluster of rocky and barren islands that served as her prison. It was a place so miserable she was convinced even the gods had forgotten about it.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” said Arista as she began pinning the queen's hair up into the style that had become fashionable among the royal women of the Luciferian Empire. Although for all Melanthea knew she was probably over a year behind the trends set in Luciferian, as if she needed another reminder of how obsolete and meaningless she felt.
“As soon as the moon clears the horizon, we can leave the palace in secret,” Arista finished bringing the queen’s thoughts back to the present.
“Good,” said Melanthea as Arista finished dressing her hair.
The queen continued to gaze at her reflection in the gigantic mirror. On the outside she admired the handmaiden’s work while on the inside she was terrified she was making a grave mistake. 
*
“Your face has not been seen at the Imperial Court in almost two years,” Patmos had growled at Melanthea over dinner the night before. His gruff voice was rougher with resentment than usual.
Stone sea goats scowled down at them from their moorings on the pillars, doors, and windows of the dining hall. The Capricorn was the symbol of Echidna and Patmos’ house. Accompanied by a greasy entourage of black sea hares, the hideous creatures were scattered everywhere throughout the palace; slithering over every surface from the turrets and pillars to the stained-glass windows. 
They defiled every surface, having been cast from iron and bronze into torches and braziers and embroidered into everything from the pillows to the curtains. There was no escaping the foul monsters as they had also been mosaiced into the floors and painted into frescos on the walls. 
Melanthea detested the sight of the beasts, with their slimy fish tales, unsettling empty eyes, and sharp horns. The only room in the palace where they could not be found was her bed chamber, where she had made certain to have any trace of them eradicated.
 “What must the Emperor and Empress think of me?” Patmos continued. “A king with no heir and a queen who may as well be a ghost! You shame me.” The face she had found handsome a lifetime ago was now haggard, weary, and twisted into an ugly scowl as the words flew from her husband’s mouth.
“What would you have me do?” Melanthea shot back at him from her seat at the table in the dining hall. “Die from infection or disease on the ship over to the capitol? Or perhaps succumb to the heat of the Luciferian desert in the scuttle from the port to the palace? If you would only send for an airship as I have asked you time and time again to make the journey faster and easier than I would oblige your request to appear at court. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you want me dead!”
“You know full well that we have not the coin to order an Imperial airship. The ichor to run the ship alone is worth my entire kingdom!”
The queen indeed knew full well that her husband’s treasury ran as low as his tolerance for her, but she did not back down.
“Have you ever considered that perhaps the gods deem you unworthy of an heir and have therefore refused to provide you with one?” She hoped her words sounded as bitter to her husband’s ears as they tasted on her tongue. “I have sacrificed my body to you and your foul seed over and over again. You cannot fathom the toll the past ten years have taken on me.” 
“You are a vile serpent of a woman,” he said, his face twisting further into the hateful scowl. “A barren demon with a hostile womb sent to torment me!”
“And you are a king of nothing,” she spoke slowly and calmly, drawing the last word out as long as possible making sure to twist it into her husband like a dagger to the heart. “You want so desperately for me to be at court when all you rule over is a stranded knot of tiny islands that could not be more isolated from the rest of the empire. Your lands are near inhospitable, and your subjects are a mob of inbred goat fuckers! Even the fish have abandoned the waters of this accursed place! I could be at court for a hundred seasons back-to-back and the Emperor and Empress would never give you or your miserable excuse for a kingdom a first thought, let alone a second.”
Patmos’ face flushed crimson with anger. She could hear his teeth grinding together in restraint. Her eyes darted away from his face to the servants who shuffled nervously away from the table and out of arm's reach. They knew what was coming, this was not their first dinner in the royal palace of Echidna.
“If only you’d died with the last one,” Patmos rasped at her through lips, stiff with repressed rage. “Then I would finally be free to remarry and start over with a woman capable of giving me an heir.”
“If only I had died!” Melanthea shrieked at him, exploding from her seat in a rage. “Then I would be free of you! Why do you not do us both the courtesy of having me killed? Then we could both be free of our endless misery!” With her pulse pounding behind her eyes, she flew into a furious tantrum. She grabbed at the figs on her plate and hurled them at the king’s head. Without looking to see if the figs had hit their target she grabbed at the bread and cheese and flung them in her husband’s direction. Her plate now bare, she picked it up and catapulted it toward Patmos. It crashed against the wall behind him and shattered into chunky shards. One of the servants who had backed away had been fast but not fast enough. Melanthea grabbed him by the tunic and pulled him closer, giving her full access to the tray of ruby red apples he held in his hands. 
“You are scum!” She shrieked as she hurled an apple, striking Patmos in the chest where his heart would have been if he’d had one.
The king did not react, only stared on with hatred and anger boiling on his face like a pot of milk left too long over a fire. 
“Have me killed,” she screamed, hurling another apple and then another. “Have me stoned to death like the savage farmers of Naphtali do with their barren wives! Have me killed and bring the wrath of the gods upon yourself! I shall watch with glee from Obsidian’s underworld as you are cursed with madness for murdering your kin!” She threw two more apples, the second one finding its mark and knocking the king’s crown from his head. She cackled with deranged joy as the crown clanged against the stone floor and rolled into the shadows with a metallic rattle.
“Guards!” Patmos barked. “Take this demon back to her chamber until she has learned how to be civil.”
“I can find my own way,” Melanthea spat. Dismissing the guards with a wave of her arms before storming out of the dining hall, the light fabric of her dress swelling around her like an angry cloud of topaz smoke.
Inside her chamber Arista prepared the queen for bed. She removed the pins from Melanthea’s hair while she wept silently in front of the massive mirror. 
“It weighs heavily on my heart to see Your Majesty in such despair,” the handmaiden said, breaking the silence in the room that had been threatening to crush them. 
The queen sighed as she wiped at her tears with
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