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Chapter 1


The rabbit screams, shrill and broken, then goes still in my arms. 
“Hush,” I whisper, ducking out of the palace and into the sprawling garden forming a semicircle of greenery to one side. “The cook will hear.”
Not so green now, with winter clinging to branches and petals in a shimmering layer of frost. Still, despite the bland sheet of snow, the gardens remain beautiful, wild, in a way the palace interior can never dream of.
I tumble out of my thoughts like a dog shaking water from its fur—sudden and damp. Or, at least, my thin-soled slippers are damp. Silk never holds up well in the summer, let alone the tail end of a frigid winter. 
Why is each winter worse? Seventeen winters I’ve been alive, and each of them is worse than the last.
Stop questioning, I remind myself, bending down with the rabbit cradled in my arms. Questioning only leads to Mother’s anger, then a punishment. The rabbit’s ears remain folded close to its trembling velveteen head, but its nose twitches with interest the closer I awkwardly crouch-walk over to a wilting patch of clover.
A miracle the clover is here at all. Another miracle still this rabbit will live to taste it.
Gently, I place the rabbit on the fine layer of snow near the clover, then scoot back to give it some space. Ears softer than flower petals perk upright. That twitching nose swings toward the patch. With dark eyes gone wide, it hops once, then twice, and cautiously nibbles the head off a plant. With each following bite, spirit returns to the little animal. Soon, it’s making rumbling purrs deep in its chest.
If not for the silent gardens and my heightened senses, I might not hear the purrs at all. I’m glad I do; this animal deserves a life of freedom away from the palace cook. 
Now if only I could join it, losing myself in rabbit shape and hopping across the snow, thoughts of only food and sleep on my mind.
A hand traces the thick gold collar locked around my neck, hidden just so beneath the dense beaded layer of my dress. My hand, I realize a moment later. Will I ever feel snow beneath my paws or talons or scales again? Maybe if I behave myself better, Mother might allow me a day without my collar. Maybe if—
“CAW!”
Jolting, I tumble onto my bottom, snow crunching beneath me, heart beating all the way into my throat. The rabbit startles, running into the cover of a row of hedges.
From atop a tall bush, an inky black crow eyes me for a moment, then takes flight, cawing a laugh as it goes.
Mother’s birds are shaped after them, all ink-stained black, sleek feathers, and blunt beak. The similarities end there, however. Where crows, real crows, have a sense of humor—or a deep thread of mischief depending on who’s asked—Mother’s birds are purely an extension of her own shadows. They don’t think, don’t feel. Instead, they spend their time sitting like ever-fluttering sentinels on the palace roof.
Unless they venture out of the city of Athansi, out into the realm Mother rules over, Prasinos. I can’t guess what they do on those trips with no messages tied to their legs and no life behind their fathomless eyes. Mother says they bring good cheer to the townspeople across the realm, reminding them of their wise, benevolent queen. But what if—?
Stop questioning!
Gulping, I do, though my thoughts tug at me. I stand, swiping snow from my dress, and head back toward the palace. I’m nearly to the narrow wooden door, an offshoot of the kitchen, when it swings open. The creak of the rusted hinges makes my stomach drop. Is it the cook, come to scold me for stealing a rabbit meant for dinner?
A pale face and eyes not quite set on being blue or green appear, then the rest of her body, sculpted of lean muscle and covered by a single layer of linen cloth. Artemis, goddess of the moon, woefully underdressed for winter.
She was beautiful to me once, almost as much as a close-hanging full moon, but now her blank expression freezes me in fear much like the rabbit. I think of predator and prey, the hunter and the hunted, and know where I stand: prey. And Artemis, ruler of the hunt, a predator tracking me down. I don’t know how I ever revered her, let alone had feelings for her, as childish as they were.
With a slow sweep from my damp slippers to my beaded collar, her lip lifts in a sneer. Small but full of contempt. She hates me; I know this more than I know my name is Melina, but I don’t think I’ll ever know why. There’s no point asking. Artemis wouldn’t answer and Mother would punish me if she found out, besides.
“The queen has asked for you,” she says, colder than all the glittering snow in the realm fused together.
I bob my head in a nod, skirting around Artemis for the open door. The cook will have both our heads if we let too much of the cold in. 
But her hand shoots out, grabbing my upper arm, hard and unyielding. She turns her head, looking over her shoulder, brown braid tumbling down her back. “I’ve been asked to escort you.”
I hold in a grimace. Mother knows I won’t defy her, not after the last night of punishment, but still, she insists on an escort. But maybe she’s right; I’m too aimless to be left alone for too long, lest I steal animals from the kitchens and free them in the gardens.
Sometimes I wish I enjoyed books or dresses or courtly gatherings instead of fresh air and the musk of animals, if only for Mother’s sake. She’d rest easier, needing my brother Hypnos’ help less often to sleep, if I stopped being so rebellious.
“Come on,” Artemis says, an expression almost like understanding flickering across her face.
She leads and I follow, forever the cowering prey. I’d be a rabbit or a mouse if I could shift, I think. There’s no clashing of fangs or strong-willed determination in me, not enough to hold a predator’s shape.
We wind through the servant offshoots with their soot-marred walls, passing by servants who rush out of our way, their heads bowed so low I can’t distinguish much beyond hair color. 
Where did the soot come from? Why hasn’t anyone cleaned it? Why are the servants always so afraid? More questions I don’t dare ask.
But soon, we enter the main hallway, all streaked marble whiter than the snow outside. Flowers wilt in vases surrounding the throne room doors, their scent sweet and pungent to my sensitive nose. A statue of a broad-shouldered god stands tall in a corner, features chiseled away until he’s a faceless creature made of gray stone, his base cracked as if hastily moved.
Who was he? Why is he here, outside the throne room? Why is his statue defaced worse than all the rest?
Artemis tugs me forward, her hand tight as a band around my arm. I don’t mind; it’s no worse than the heavy collar forever around my neck.
The doors swing open on well-oiled hinges. Now more than ever, I’m grateful for my gaudy beaded dress, one I insisted on when a traveling seamstress breezed through last summer, because it covers most of the collar. There’s less chance for visitors to notice it when they visit my mother’s court. Less chance for them to ask questions I can’t, and won’t, answer.
I’m used to my siblings, Mother, even the other members of her court, but few others. Visitors make me nervous in a way I can’t pin down. 
Hypnos says it’s because I haven’t seen enough of the realms. I’ll never say so out loud, but I think I’m afraid of shaming everyone else in the court with my rebellions and questions. What would people think if they heard? I shudder at the thought.
Inside, Eris sprawls across a velvet chaise, grinning with all her teeth at the man sitting by her feet. Ares, the god of war, scowls back at her. Most likely she’s mocking him again. He doesn’t dare snark back with Mother so close by to interfere.
Hypnos watches from a nearby chair, sipping from a silver goblet with sleepy, hooded eyes, his bare feet kicked up on a matching chair close by. Mother’s scowling at him already, her silver eyes glinting like moonlight, her mouth open to scold him.
Then her gaze lands on me, her eyes turning warm with affection. A smile twists her mouth, though she’s quick to stifle it in the face of Hypnos’ disrespect. 
The birds on the back of her throne turn their heads, deep eyes assessing. The sleek black feathers on their heads don’t shine in the light from the false night sky hanging above the room, instead seeming to absorb each bit of starlight that graces their bodies. One shifts from foot to foot, screeching at Hypnos with an unnatural, guttural voice. 
Mother strokes an indigo hand along its chest, her pointed nails gentle, and it falls still and silent again.
Hypnos blinks once at the bird, sips from his cup, then removes his bare feet from the other chair. 
At my side, Artemis snorts a near-silent laugh and lets go of my arm.
I rub at the bruised skin but hide my wince before it can begin. She won’t get the satisfaction of seeing me hurt.
“Come here, darling,” Mother says, husky voice turning to a croon halfway through, and pats the plush velvet cushion at the base of her throne with one foot. 
 Smiling, I step forward.
“Dog!” Eris says as I pass, covering the word with a cough.
But Mother hears. She always does. With one hand, she swipes at the air in Eris’ direction. Whips made of shadow crack through the air, striking Eris across her face and chest. 
Ares, quick to duck out of the way, bares his teeth in a grim smile even as Eris’ wounds knit themselves back together, the only evidence left remaining blood speckling her fine silk tunic.
Jolting, I stumble forward, closer to Mother’s throne. My heart stutters in a series of beats. 
Why does Eris keep trying, knowing she’ll be punished? Why does she feel the need to insult me, her little sister, at all? 
I duck my head as I pass her, hiding the fear lingering on my face at Mother’s show of strength. Eris will only tease me more if she sees.
Hypnos nudges one of his feet against my calf when I pass. A silent show of support. I throw my shoulders back, lift my head, and stop at the foot of the cushion. It’s simple to fold myself onto it, neat and somewhat graceful, after so much practice. I’m careful to tuck my sodden slippers beneath me for fear Mother will notice. The damp, cold fabric pressed against my thighs sends goosebumps rippling across my skin. 
Mother notices, sighing and pulling the fur-lined cloak around my shoulders tighter to my neck. Then she settles back, settling one hand in my hair, pointed nails scraping along my scalp.
Eris might call me a dog, but she’s relegated to the other side of the room while I sit by Mother, her sandaled feet so close I can count each star speckled across the skin there. Still, I don’t dare send a smug look Eris’ way, knowing she’ll get me back later if I dare.
“Artemis,” Mother says, her tone holding a steely command. “Bring forth my new blacksmith.”
With a nod, Artemis walks from the room, returning to the depths of the palace.
New blacksmith? But the old one was gifted, creating all the fantastical jewelry she could ever want. I shift on my cushion, looking up past Mother’s flowing ivory dress dotted with silver thread clusters to her face. 
She tilts her head toward me, the most attention she’ll pay me when others are about.
“But where’s the old blacksmith?” I ask. “Or does he need a new assistant?”
He is rather old for a mortal. Sixty years, possibly more, with how deep his wrinkles creased and his skin sagged at the neck. He’s a lovely sort, though. All smiles and kind words as he adjusts my collar with each year I age and grow. He never makes me uneasy in my skin, not the way most of the court does, and sometimes even Mother.
I tug on the beaded neck of my gown, throat tight as more questions bubble forth. 
Eris catches my eye from across the room, her stare heavy on me with contempt. “Dog,” she mouths.
The questions flit away. Curling in on myself, I tuck my chin close to my chest, waiting with harsh breaths for Mother to answer.
“Melina,” she says. “You know better than to ask questions.”
“It’s just…” I pause, floundering for a way to ask with actually asking. “He was kind to me and gentle with the collar adjustments.”
Mother’s hands go lax on the arms of her throne. The shadow birds ruffle their feathers once, then settle. “He was old. Mortals can’t work forever, not as gods do, and they must rest eventually. The new blacksmith is young, and of godly parentage, too. He’ll work harder and faster than that old man ever could.”
“It’s good he’s resting now.” I bite at my bottom lip. 
She’s right that, as a mortal, he needed to rest a lot. Perhaps the new one won’t be so bad?
Nervousness must show on my face because Mother sighs, hand returning to my hair in a steady stroke across the blonde strands. “I won’t allow anyone to harm you in my palace, darling. You know that.”
It takes everything in me not to purr beneath the steady warmth of her hand and words. Bad enough Eris calls me a dog; I don’t need the rest of the court calling me a cat, too.
“And you must never leave or betray me, do you understand?” Mother asks.
“I would never—”
“Do you understand?” A reprimand hangs strong in her voice.
I smile up at her. “I understand.” 
The answer is simple, she must know, for the realm outside the palace is a dangerous place. Even with Mother’s rules and her kind reign over the people, there are those who would see my collar and misunderstand. Or worse, hurt me. I may be immortal, but a wound is still painful no matter how quick it heals. Besides, there’s no point leaving the palace, not with my every need tended to and my family living here.
Yet I remember the rabbit hopping away to freedom and my heart lurches in my chest. There’s no freedom in these walls. That is something Mother can’t, and won’t, provide.
The collar weighs heavier on my neck for a long moment. I scratch at the beaded neckline covering it, digging my short fingernails into the beading and mesh, but it’s no use. This dress is as much a prison as the collar itself.




Chapter 2


“ Queen Nyx,” Artemis says in a monotone, nothing of her emotions showing as she stops a long distance from the throne. “Your new blacksmith.” 
She steps aside right as I glance up, revealing a man both tall and broad of shoulder, his arms leanly muscled and skin tanned dark by the sun. 
How is he so tanned this deep into winter? Even as questions pop into my mind, I observe the rest of him. 
Plain brown hair he runs a hand over, tufts sticking back up the moment his hand drops. A boyish face, all smooth bronze skin and eyes the color of a cloudless summer sky. I blink, thrown by the bright color. Are mortals meant to have such splendid eyes?
He bows once, not nearly low enough, then straightens and meets her gaze straight-on.
A shiver courses up my spine. The old blacksmith always bowed as low as his age allowed and never met Mother’s direct stares. If he had, he would’ve been punished as Eris was minutes ago. And mortals don’t heal well from that sort of punishment, not from what my lessons say.
“Alexius,” Mother drawls, leaning to the other side of her throne and propping a bent elbow on the armrest. “Son of Zeus.”
Zeus.
The god of lightning and the sky. The previous ruler of Prasinos, long since forgotten after Mother took the throne to better protect everyone across the realm—immortal, mortal, and creature alike. Mother never mentions him, but the servant who teaches me my lessons this year sometimes speaks of him with genuine fear written across her face.
The blacksmith, Alexius, looks no older than me, though it’s hard to tell since he’s likely immortal. Still, something in his effortless confidence and the stubborn jut to his chin speaks of youth. 
He scratches the back of his neck, mouth twisting into a frown. “My name is just fine.”
A crushing silence follows his words. The birds on Mother’s throne twitch, ready to leap off and strike for his eyes. The shadows at the base of the throne stretch longer, reaching across the marble floor toward him. 
I shift on my cushion as they pass over me, cool and fathomless as darkness itself. Sweat beads on my brow. My heart beats so loud I’m sure everyone can hear. 
“Queen Nyx,” he finishes, bowing lower than before.
Smart man.
I gust a sigh of relief, catching Hypnos’ gaze as he does the same. He winks, trying to make light of the situation, but his cup of mulled wine shakes in his grip.
“Good boy,” Mother says, leaning her head onto her propped-up hand, voice all rehearsed boredom as her face borders on predatory interest. “Will you be an issue? With that horrible man’s blood running through your veins, I suppose it’s inevitable.” 
Alexius shakes his head, hair whipping into further disarray. He swipes a hand over it, the grime beneath his fingernails almost like ink stains as the dim starlight catches on it. “I swear fealty to the true ruler of Prasinos, not the man who sired me.”
Mother’s grin comes slowly. “I see. And who’s the true ruler?”
His jaw twitches for a sliver of a second.
He’s grinding his teeth, I realize, when the sound of tooth on tooth reaches my enhanced hearing. But no one else seems to notice the moment of stubbornness, too caught up in waiting for his response with their breath held tight in their chests.
He smiles, easy and a smidge awed, but there’s something off about the expression. The crooked tilt of his mouth, maybe, or the lowering of his brows. Either way, the smile isn’t real.
“You. The goddess-queen Nyx, ruler of the realm and goddess of the night sky.”
Mother blinks so slowly she resembles a cat more than a goddess. “Good. Now come closer. There’s something you must do to be my new blacksmith. Have you brought the item as instructed?”
Nodding, he moves closer, a swagger to his steps. Such arrogance! 
My lip curls, though I’m quick to force it down. The old blacksmith was never arrogant. Not for one second. 
Why do mortals need their rest? I’ll miss that old man. Miss his silly stories and gentle touch as he adjusted the collar. True, the collar was always there, pressing close to my skin as a threat and reminder, but he made the process so much nicer. Even when Mother appeared to check the work, it wasn’t so bad.
Something tells me this new man won’t make anything simple. But Athena would like his stubborn streak, I think. Only the goddess of wisdom and battle craft left weeks ago. Will she come back soon? Or ever?
Alexius gestures to a servant along the wall. The girl steps forward, arms trembling beneath the weight of a thick circle of gold. A new collar. I suspected my old one was beyond saving when the old blacksmith acted extra strained during our last adjustment, but a new one so soon? 
He moves closer; the collar shines brilliantly against his grimy, callused hands. Nyx nods toward me, folded neatly onto the cushion, and only then does he glance my way. He takes in my blonde hair, hanging in loose curls and reaching to my waist, then my beaded gown. His brows, thicker than most, lift. In judgment, I’m sure. 
My eyes flare luminous gold in irritation. Those thick brows furrow down when he notices. 
Everyone notices. Hypnos grins into his cup. Eris rolls her eyes, striding from the room with her head lifted high and Ares at her heels. She says a short, barely respectable goodbye to Mother, who hasn’t taken her eyes off Alexius.
“Well? Go on. If your work is as good as you claim, the collar will fit.”
“Fit what, goddess?” he asks, ripping his stare from my glowing eyes. “There’s only you and the girl.”
Woman, I want to correct, though I can’t guess why.
Mother leans forward. “What were your instructions from the servants? From Artemis?”
“To collar a beast, goddess.”
A beast. Is that how the servants see me? How Artemis describes me? Acrid bile builds at the back of my throat. I swallow it down, but it roils in my already churning stomach.
Mother snorts, shooting Artemis a look. “You know better than to insult one of mine.”
Artemis merely blinks. “You told me to instruct the new blacksmith on his duties. He’s meant to collar Melina, is he not?”
“And Melina is a beast now?” Mother asks, shadows coiling by her feet.
“She is something. A beast seemed most fitting.” Artemis watches the shadows slither closer, not a speck of fear in her eyes.
Alexius glances between the two women, eyes narrowed, then shuffles to one side to avoid the shadows crawling across his feet.
“Be glad we have new company,” Mother growls. “Or I’d whip you until you cried out for your beloved father.” 
Artemis bows low to cover the hatred on her face, though I’m sure Mother glimpsed it. Then she stands, excuses herself, and leaves the room before the shadows move any closer.
Mother collapses against the back of her throne. “Are all of Zeus’ children so exhausting?”
Hypnos opens his mouth, mirth dancing across his face.
A shadow bird shrieks a warning. He snaps it closed.
“Beast or not, Melina needs her collar.” Mother waves him forward. “Go on, she won’t bite.”
My stomach roils as he stops at the base of my cushion, then kneels in front of me. Even sitting as I do, he’s a full head taller and broader by half.
“Melina,” Mother says, a command in her voice.
With trembling hands, I reach behind my neck, undoing the clasps of my dress. Quickly, so Mother doesn’t grow impatient. My elbows brush his chest; he doesn’t seem to notice, eyes trained on the space behind me. 
At least he doesn’t look while I do this, I can’t help but think. His staring would be worse.
The last clasp pops open and the high neck falls away, folding messily across my collarbones. Left behind is my old collar, gleaming in the low light, though I can’t truly see. But I know how it shines, the exact shade of gold it’s created from, for I’ve seen various sizes of the same collar in the mirror my entire life. 
Someday… 
Someday I won’t have a collar.
When I can prove to Mother my abilities aren’t dangerous. When I can finally become the obedient daughter she expects. 
I exhale a heavy breath. It must tickle the skin at the base of Alexius’ neck, but he doesn’t stir. Instead, he blinks. “Is the old one off yet?”
Yet. As if removing it is something I can do so easily. Something I can do by myself.
With a sigh, Mother snaps her fingers. The collar’s front closure pops open, allowing it to open silently on nearly invisible hinges along the back. 
“Here,” I say, voice rough but thankfully not damp with tears. I pry the collar off my neck, wincing as the sore skin beneath throbs. Then I shove it toward him.
He takes it with one broad hand like it weighs nothing, then sets it down beside my cushion. His wrist brushes my clothed thigh, and it takes everything in me not to growl. My eyes flare bright again, though. Yet he doesn’t stare, though he must want to as everyone does, and keeps his gaze on the far wall behind me. 
Though his lowered brows speak of judgment and his wrist rests against my thigh, my shoulders relax from their tense position. One breath, then two, and I gesture for him to put the new one on my neck.
He does. They all do, eventually. 
The old blacksmith wasn’t the first, and Alexius won’t be the last. There is always a collar, and always someone willing to put one on Nyx’s youngest daughter.
“Your hair,” he says.
Swallowing, I nod and pull it up out of the way with both hands, leaving my neck defenseless. Bare. Predator, predator, predator, something in me chants as he puts the new circle of gold on me and pushes it closed. 
His fingers brush my neck, strangely gentle despite the calluses, then vanish in a blink. 
Mother hums from her throne. I don’t dare look at her for fear she’ll better see the weakness in my shaking hands and trembling chin. 
With a snap of her fingers, the newest collar seals completely. 
Prey, prey, prey, that same something says, taunting.
That voice is right. I’m no different from a rabbit waiting to be butchered for dinner. Who will be the butcher? Mother? Eris? Alexius?
I almost voice my question aloud. Almost. But this is not my first collar, not my first time sitting beside Mother, and I force my mouth closed.
“Off with you,” Mother says, covering a yawn with one delicate hand.
Whether she speaks to me or the blacksmith, I don’t know. But I’m quick to stand, uncaring of how Alexius grunts when I knock him with my knee during my dash from the room. His stare burns into my back until the throne room doors shut behind me.
[image: image-placeholder]Darkness coils around my chest, forcing every morsel of air from my lungs. I gasp, then heave, but the strands of it only tighten. Black dots warp my vision, rendering my bedroom in shades of gray and red.
“Please,” I plead with my last breath.
The darkness creeps up my chest, over my collar. I watch in the mirror across from my bed as it covers my chin. As it covers my mouth. I scream, but it’s swallowed by the fathomless dark.
My eyes bulge in their sockets, the whites more visible than golden brown iris. 
Threads of the darkness crawl across my cheeks, the bridge of my nose. The last sight before they smother my eyes is of my hands, clawing at the coils, and how blood trickles from nails torn clean off my fingers.
“NO!” I scream.
I can hear my voice. This, more than the silken sheets beneath my palms or how I can finally draw air into my burning lungs, tells me I’m awake.
“A dream,” I say like a prayer, opening my eyes.
A lantern burns on the table beside my bed, chasing away the night seeking to swallow my room from the window to the outside. The warm light ripples over my bedding, over the lush orange fabric and blankets, and the deep mahogany wood of the furnishings. 
Crystal figurines, gifts from Hypnos, glitter in the flickering light. A tiny rabbit sitting on its hind legs. A lion, mouth open in a roar. A hawk, wings folded yet jeweled eyes sharp. Last, a wolf, its muzzle tilted up in a howl. 
I shiver. Why does he give me figurines of predators? Predators don’t allow collars to be placed on them. Predators don’t cower. Predators don’t sit docile in a gilded cage.
Shaking my head, I swing my legs off the bed, then stand. It’s not fair to call this palace a cage, not when Mother provides everything I could ever want. Not when I’ve never known starvation or assault or death.
A knock pounds against the door. 
I jump, arms pinwheeling. The lantern knocks onto its side, rattling against the table, rendering half the room in shadow. Heart lurching, I right it, fingers shaking against the iron casing. “Come in!”
Hypnos slides the door open, peeking through with a grin. The jovial expression falls when he catches sight of my pale face and the sweat cooling on my brow.
“Another nightmare?” he asks, though he already knows the answer. He steps into the room, sliding the door shut behind him. 
I force a deep breath and paste on a smile. “It wasn’t so bad.”
He sighs, stepping close to place a cool hand against my forehead. His dark eyes turn from near-black to rich brown in the lantern light. Eris has the same eyes, a trait they both blame on their father, the god of darkness, Erebus.
With Erebus slumbering for decades at Mother’s command, who could my father be? No one ever says. I’ve given up on asking for fear of Hypnos’ sadness or Mother’s punishments. But the question rattles in my head, stubborn like a goat being pulled to slaughter.
“Mel,” Hypnos says, exasperation coloring his voice. 
Blinking, I glance up. When did I look away? 
“I said your name a few times, you know.” Then, quieter. “It was a bad one, wasn’t it?”
I force a bright smile. “What was bad? My mattress, surely. I’ve been begging Mother for a new one for years.”
“Mel—” he starts.
I cut him off, plopping down onto my bed and faking a dramatic groan of pain. “Come feel! It’s truly terrible.”
With a sigh, he lowers himself, then lies back. We stare up at the fabric canopy of dense red-orange velvet. A comfortable quiet settles over us.
 Finally, he snorts a laugh. “The mattress is bad, after all. Still, you’re worse than Eris at feelings.”
“As are you, older brother.”
He laughs again. “I suppose you learned it from me, then?”
I elbow him in the side. “You know I did. Eris won’t spend any time with me. She never has.”
Laughter dies on his lips. The silence this time screams of discomfort. “There are so many things I wish I could tell you.”
Shuffling closer, I lean my head against his shoulder. “You will, someday. Mother will pass on rulership to you when she tires of ruling herself, and then you’ll make all the rules.”
His shoulder tenses against my cheek. “Mother won’t ever give up her throne. The Titans didn’t, Zeus didn’t—” He cuts himself off. “Never mind. Mother doesn’t like when I speak of him.”
Why? 
She took the throne from him, spreading peace across the realm. So why not talk of the old ruler of Prasinos? The servant, the one who teaches me my lessons, glosses over anything interesting about the god. Mother’s first mention of him in years was to the blacksmith, Alexius. 
“But…” I say, then shake my head, knowing even if I ask, he can’t answer. Mother has ears everywhere in the palace, using shadows lingering in corners to spy. 
But why spy on her own children?
“Forget about that,” Hypnos says, waving a hand in the air above us. “I’ve come bearing information.”
“You came to gossip!?” I roll to my side, propping myself on one hand, and grin down at him. “The god of sleep and dreams gossiping? Oh, what would the swooning servants think—” 
He smacks me in the face with a pillow. “They do not swoon and I’m here to give information, not gossip!”
“They absolutely swoon,” I say, muffled around the pillow, then push it off so he can better see my teasing smile. “What did you find this time?”
He huffs, crossing his arms. “See if I tell you after you dare tease me.”
“Please?”
“Absolutely not.”
I push out my bottom lip, letting it wobble, and widen my eyes. 
He caves within three seconds. “Fine! Now stop that.”
Nodding, I fall back, pressing in close to his side. “Go on.”
He drops his voice to a whisper. Hushed enough I’m sure Mother’s shadows won’t hear. “There are prisoners in the dungeons.”
My next inhale clogs my throat. I cough, rubbing a hand over my neck where it meets the collar, but force my question as whisper-soft as his words. “But why? It’s been so long, so why new ones?”
He shrugs, something flashing in his eyes that I can’t name. Determination, maybe, or resolve. “More rise to defy her with each winter. The mortals can’t go without food as long as we can, Mel. The lengthening of winter as years go on ruins their plans, then their crops and animals, and soon they’re left with next to nothing to live on.”
“But Mother’s rules, she protects everyone from someone like…” I hesitate, then drop my voice to a breath. “Zeus taking the throne again.” 
He sighs, turning to look at the ceiling. “She protects herself. Has she blinded you by keeping you in this palace? The people starve and struggle out there and more die with each year.”
“And these prisoners,” I say, a tremble in my voice. “What did they do?”
What can they do? Mother has every scrap of power over Prasinos. The old rule books, the collections one tutor spoke of with reverence as holding the Titan laws, don’t bind her as they did others. Unlike Zeus, she never bargained for rulership over the realm in exchange for following the laws. She’s able to do whatever she likes. 
Is that so bad?
Never leave or betray me.
She didn’t make me promise. She didn’t have to. Eris was right when she called me a dog, and Alexius when he said I was a beast. Animals are loyal, just as I am loyal.
Yet my most recent nightmare clings to the corners of my mind like spider silk, oozing darkness into my thoughts. What if Mother punishes others worse than she punishes me?
What if the people starve?
She would say it doesn’t matter, that they should be happy she’s in charge instead of someone worse. Even now, I imagine her raspy voice saying so.
If Hypnos is right, then people starve and suffer. And here I am, a rabbit trapped in a golden cage, fed all I desire while they whittle to bones.
Vomit burns in my throat. I turn away from Hypnos to swallow it, and my tears, down. 
“Mel?” he says, hand cool against my back.
“It’s nothing,” I say, too quickly. “Tell me more. You still haven’t answered my question.”
Silence. Long enough I’m sure he’s going to interrogate me. Then he sighs. His hand leaves my back. “I don’t know. Mother is secretive until the guards bring someone for execution before the court.”
She’s executed so many who rise against her reign, though she never forces me to sit through the beheadings the way she does the rest of the court. A quick, painless death, she says. The blood staining the floor after each one says otherwise.
I remember the rabbit, the way the cook manhandled it so cruelly. The way the chopping block and knife sat at the ready just beyond its cage, a taunt and threat in one. 
But she is my mother! How can I blame her? She keeps us safe. She tolerates nothing less than peace. Sometimes sacrifices must be made to ensure peace. Right?
Yet the thought sounds like her voice and not my own.
“But,” Hypnos says, breaking me from my thoughts. “It’s been, what? Three years? I thought she’d beaten all the resistance out of everyone in the realm.”
Three years where I assumed everyone simply accepted Mother as the true ruler of Prasinos. 
“Hypnos.” I turn, shifting close so my breath tickles his ear while I talk. My hair covers each movement of my mouth. “Where are they in the dungeon?”
He hums, something pleased in the sound. “The worst cell.”
“Next to the forge?” I inhale sharply. “With the new blacksmith eager to prove himself, he’ll be working constantly. Everything will be dry heat!”
He nods, hair tickling my cheek. “I think that’s what she’s hoping for—to sweat the fight out of them.”
“Is there anything else you can tell me?”
His mouth creases into a smile, a hint that he knows what I’m planning. “The servants say they’re immortal.”
Immortal.
If they’re immortal… 
They must be creatures or gods.




Chapter 3


The satchel of food rests heavy against my hip, reminding I’m a thief each time it knocks into my hipbone. First the rabbit, then countless other prey animals from the kitchens, and now food. 
Hypnos used to sneak food to prisoners in the dungeons when weekly executions were commonplace. Often, he’d bring me along as a lookout since my enhanced senses worked nicely for the task. But with Mother bearing down on him and Eris to do more throughout the palace, he simply doesn’t have time.
Now, I’ll venture into the dungeons by myself for the first time.
A shiver courses along my skin, raising goosebumps in its wake. I tug at the high neck of my gown. Despite the dense velvet fabric, I remain cold down to my bones, a side effect of the fear sending my heart into a rabbit-fast rhythm.
But scared or not, I know the way by heart.
The entrance hides behind a thick tapestry in an otherwise boring hallway. The tapestry itself is nothing much, just a deep cobalt night sky speckled with silver stars above an ocean. Beautiful? Yes, but like so many others throughout the palace, it doesn’t garner much interest.
Yet sometimes the plainest feature hides a secret.
On the way, I’m careful to stay steeped in sunlight, far away from the few shadows nestled in hallway corners and under decorations. I pass a statue, this one whole besides a thin crack along the top of its skull—Demeter, goddess of the harvest. At its base the goddess herself sits sprawled, her hair falling loose from a messy updo and her dress askew. She blinks up at the statue.
“Demeter?” I ask, creeping closer.
She doesn’t answer, but turns to stare at me in her dazed, unblinking way.
She used to be full of rage and rebellion toward Mother. Yet with each year gone, her mind floats further away. Months from my eighteenth birthday, she’s become little more than a shell of who she was before—the powerful goddess who often dared argue with Mother and the only person who offered affection and love before I swayed Hypnos.
I tuck her hair back into its pins and right her dress, then pull her onto her feet and steer her down the hall. She stumbles along and retreats into her room without glancing back.
Sighing, I return to my mission of venturing to the tapestry at the end of the hallway.
A wall of heat greets me the moment I pull aside the cloth and step through the opening behind it. The lantern in my hand shakes, the candle inside rattling on its base, as I step down the stairs and into the dark.
“There’ll be more light soon,” I whisper to myself, hoping to ease the dread creeping into my mind.
No guard waits at the bottom step. Hypnos told me about their schedule last night before he left. It’s something I’m grateful for now. I don’t have to stifle my lantern and brave the darkness without a scrap of light.
I move through the corridor beyond the steps, swallowing around a dry throat as the stifling heat tears into my body.
Yet I walk toward the source, the ever-working forge, until a door with a thin strip of red-orange light at the bottom glimmers through the darkness on one side of the corridor. Clanging, tremendous bangs of metal against metal, then muffled cursing leak through the bottom where the door doesn’t quite reach the floor.
Alexius, the new blacksmith, working hard to impress Mother.
I stifle a snort, running my free hand over the collar around my neck. It’s finer than the last, the gold smoother, but I’d trade that shred of comfort for the old blacksmith. At least he was kind.
Creeping past the door, I lean away from the solid, though hot, comfort of the wall. A few more steps and my lantern light reaches into the dark on the other side of the corridor, catching on long bars of dark metal stretched from ceiling to floor in front of a small, simple cell.
Mother says she changed out the windowed doors for these metal bars for simplicity’s sake; it’s easier for the guards to pass food through when they remember to feed the prisoners at all.
Hypnos says she likes to look at those she captures and the scant covering of bars best facilitate that.
Either way, the heat will dry them into leathered husks with the cell sitting so close to the forge. Alexius must know they’re here, must know the heat his work creates saps away their strength with each day. Yet he curses again, careless if someone overhears and takes offense. Or worse, wakes from a fitful sleep.
Shaking away my thoughts, I step closer to the bars, squinting into the low light to glimpse the prisoners. How many are there? Hypnos didn’t know.
It doesn’t matter, I remind myself. I’m here to leave food, nothing more.
Half of me, the rebellious part, is tempted to flash my eyes to add light to the dark space. Pushing that thought deep down, I open the satchel of food.
A faint hissing begins from the back of the cell. I ignore it, though my hands shake, and place the dried foods and canteens of water within reaching distance of the bars. Don’t grab me, I pray in my mind.
Nothing happens. I release a long breath, close the satchel, and turn to leave.
“Wait!” a hoarse woman’s voice says from the darkness.
“Please,” another voice, a man, adds. “You forgot to say please, darling.”
There’s something familiar about how he says darling, the drawl over the r, that makes me pause when everything else in me screams to run, scamper, hide.
He says darling exactly like Mother.
I turn my head right as the pair comes into the circle of lantern light.
The woman bears striking emerald eyes complimented by thick, sweeping brows. Her hair, though black, shines with olive and bronze near her neck. Beady eyes peek from the fringes framing her face.
Snakes! Two of them, one on each side, and the source of that hissing I heard earlier. One opens its mouth, threatening with a flash of descended fangs glittering with venom. The other merely blinks slowly, ready to return to sleep.
The man sighs, drawing my attention. His hair shines an unusually light shade of blond, the closest to white I’ve ever seen, and his dark eyes juxtapose perfectly against the strands drifting into his face. He’s handsome in an angular sort of way, but something about his nearly black eyes sets me on edge.
“Who are you?” the woman asks.
I back away a step, plunging their hands grasping at the bars into shadow. “No one of importance.”
A lie, one that burns on my tongue, but necessary. If they tell Mother I was here, I’ll be punished for days.
Days alone. Days locked away.
I won’t trade my name for my freedom.
The man scoffs. “Your opulent dress says otherwise.”
Glancing down, I note the gold embroidery meandering across the bottom hem of my dress. The fabric itself, a buttercup-yellow velvet, shines even in the dungeon’s meager light. Thankfully, the unusually high neck combined with the thick fabric hides so much as a glimpse of my collar.
“Than, stop,” the woman says, scolding. “We won’t get her to help us that way.”
Help them? I gesture to the food waiting in reach of their hands. “I’ve helped all I can.”
“Well, you’re not saying anything convincing either, Chloe,” the man, Than, says to her. His mouth lifts in a smirk. It’s more flirtatious than mocking, strangely.
She huffs her irritation, though she can’t hide a smile. “I would if you’d stop talking.”
Then she turns to face me, those brilliant eyes pinning me in place. “I’m Chloe, a gorgon, and this infuriating man is Thanatos.”
Where have I heard that name before?
I comb through my lessons, then my memories, until something hooks and catches. An argument between Eris and Hypnos five years ago. They sparred back and forth with barbed words, speaking of sending a letter to an older brother I had never met, let alone heard of before.
One named Thanatos.
“You’re Thanatos?” I ask before I can think better of it. “My—”
I cut myself off, pressing my lips together until I’m sure they’re pale and bloodless.
He squints. “Your what?”
Chloe laughs. “You didn’t father this girl, did you?”
I open my mouth to answer for him but think better of it.
“You know I didn’t, seeing as we’ve shared a bed for the past twenty years or so.” He scowls, crossing his arms.
She stifles a giggle behind one hand. “Yet you can’t remember how many years?”
He opens his mouth to retort, but I take another step away, pressing my back to the hot corridor wall and he snaps it closed.
The clanging from the forge continues, filling the silence. Finally, Chloe clears her throat. “I don’t suppose you could help us some more?”
“No,” I croak, my throat dry from more than the heat. “I can’t.”
“You can’t or you won’t?”
“Both.” I swing the lantern forward, trying to cover how my eyes glow gold with my mounting anxiety, but it’s no use.
Neither of them gasps, thankfully. They do gape, though.
From the darkness at the back of the cell, another voice speaks. “Sotiria?”
“No,” I say, willing my eyes back to normal. “Melina.”
Gods, I gave them my name! Idiot girl, I think to myself.
The third voice moves closer, each syllable like a melody of a larger song. “Your eyes…”
“They’re nothing.” I glance around, then settle my gaze on the stairs past the forge door. Stairs leading back to the main palace.
“No! Wait,” she says. “Are you a chimera?”
“A what? No, I’m—” I bite my tongue until I taste blood. “No one. I’m no one.”
One of them snorts, all derision. Though I can’t see them well, somehow I know it’s Thanatos.
“Please come back,” that same voice pleads.
The song in her voice grows stronger, turning into a symphony of delicious sound, and I’m crouched in front of the bars before I can think to stop myself. Blinking, I stare into not Chloe or Thanatos’ faces, but that of a dark-haired woman with a pouting mouth and pale skin. Startled, my eyes glow bright again.
She stares back, horror written across her face. “You are a chimera. Then you must be—”
Chloe leans over her shoulder, squinting. “Sotiria’s daughter.”
“She looks about the right age,” Thanatos adds. “You’re what, seventeen, nearly eighteen?”
“Yes, but I’m no chimera. I’m the goddess-queen’s daughter.”
They go quiet, trading looks, while I curse myself with every bit of anger within me. Why did I tell them my name and who I am? If Mother finds out, the punishment will last for weeks.
Yet something about the third prisoner’s voice made me move closer. What is she? Who is she?
Finally, Thanatos turns back. “Who’s your father?”
There’s no issue with sharing this information, right? I shrug. “I don’t know, Mother’s never said.”
“And when were you born?” Chloe asks.
“Year 320—”
“In late spring,” Agathe finishes.
“How did you—?” I cut myself off, pressing a hand to my mouth. They’re compelling, more than anyone I’ve met in years, and I keep telling them things I shouldn’t.
No more. I’ve done my task of giving them supplies and now I should leave.
Yet my feet stay rooted to the floor. Not by the third prisoner’s voice, but by my curiosity. Who is Sotiria? What’s a chimera or a gorgon? What did the trio do to end up in my mother’s dungeon?
“My name is Agathe. I’m a siren working for Queen Persephone of Nekros,” she says. “And I’ve been looking for you for a long time.”
“You have me mistaken for someone else,” I say, but my words sound feeble.
She leans her forehead against the bars, grief bleeding into her expression. “Your mother, Sotiria, chose your name because your eyes were honey-gold in the light as an infant.”
“Melina means honey in the old Titan language,” Chloe adds softly. “The Moirai mentioned you once when they still lived. They called you the ‘chimera child.’”
“Old Titan? Moirai?” Nothing they say makes any sense. I shake my head. “My mother is Nyx.”
“That woman is a kidnapper, nothing more. Your true mother—”
My temper snaps, loud as a broken bone. Loud as heaving breaths that burn coming out of my chest. I bend closer to the bars and the trio staring back at me, baring my teeth in a snarl. “My true mother is upstairs tending to her court. She’ll miss me if I linger any longer.”
Thanatos snorts. “You’re not supposed to be here, are you?”
When I clamp my mouth shut and shuffle backward, he grins. “Nyx doesn’t understand mercy nowadays. What do you think she’ll do when she finds out you brought us supplies?”
Chloe’s snakes hiss, slithering out of her hair to stretch toward him. He scratches both beneath the chin without taking his dark gaze off me. “So? What do you think she’ll do?”
My heart pounds all the way into my ears, the rhythm so loud I’m sure it matches the clanging from the forge. “I think I should leave.”
He tilts his head, imperious. “Then go.”
Agathe stares at me as I turn to leave, her face softened by heartbreak.
Why do I care? They’ll be executed in days. They’re lying. There’s no Sotiria, no chimeras or gorgons, no old Titan language, and no Moirai.
I’m halfway past the forge door when Agathe’s voice stops me in my tracks. “If you don’t believe us, check the library. Goddess-queen or not, Nyx can’t have combed through it all.”
The surety threaded through her tone follows me all the way upstairs and into the palace.




Chapter 4


Dust tickles at my nose the moment I step through the library doors. Smoothing a clammy hand over the mahogany doors a final time, I let them close behind me. They’re strange compared to the marble and stone doors throughout the rest of the palace. Strange and a bit boring. 
Like you, I think, then snort a nervous laugh.
Tracing a hand along each tall shelf lining the walls, I walk a loop around the library. Endless titles stare back at me from the stacked shelves; politics, history, legends, commerce, and more.
Soon, my head spins. I sigh, plopping into one of the plush chaise couches dotted throughout the enormous room, this one set in front of a window stretched across the far wall.
There’s no grand view on the other side of the glass, only fields of blinding snow and specks of dying green where trees struggle beneath the winter weather. A fox emerges from its burrow deep beneath the snow and earth, lifting its head for a sniff. Then it trots off, its pale winter coat blending with the snow until my enhanced eyesight loses sight of it.
How will I find anything among all these books? Mother’s never bothered employing a servant to tend the library beyond the most basic cleaning, and neither of my siblings has any interest in books.
With a deep breath, I force myself to stand and approach the nearest shelf. Painfully slow, I comb through each title, stopping often to flick through beginning pages to see what information the books contain.
The wane sunlight shifts to dusk beyond the window. Lamps flicker to life on tables tucked among the shelves, and lanterns burst into brightness on each bare spot of the wall. The room shifts into shades of soft yellow.
I yawn, remembering to cover my mouth with a hand at the last moment like Mother always insists, and blink until my eyes don’t sting so much. Yet the titles still blur together, each more boring than the last, until I’m tempted to sink back into one of the chaise lounges and sleep.
“There’s always tomorrow,” I say to myself, voice echoing through the cavernous room.
Is there, though? The prisoners could be executed as soon as tomorrow, depending on Mother’s whims. As they should be for committing crimes, but the heartbreak of Agathe’s face…
I dive back into the books.
A few mention old Titan, though none come close to translating words. None mention Moirai, gorgons, or chimeras. Sirens, at least, I’ve learned of; Mother says she works with one from time to time, though I’ve not met the woman myself. Mother says they’re a rebellious sort, as most creatures are, able to wield their voice and songs as a weapon.
They can convince you to hurt others, hurt yourself, I remember Mother saying. In flight or beneath the sea.
The sea. I sigh, picturing what Hypnos’ stories depict: crashing cobalt waves, fathomless depths, glimmering fish, and fine sand.
My hand slides over a tome of a book, the spin so thick one hand would struggle to hold it comfortably. Broken from my daydream, I stare at the title for a long second.
Deities and Creatures of Note, it reads in faded silver.
Better than another book on commerce by far! Body buzzing with excitement, I pull it off the shelf, staggering beneath its weight as I heft it to the closest table. Despite my careful handling, it slams onto the surface, raising a cloud of dust from its pages as it flops open.
I wave a hand in front of my face, coughing when the mildew-scented dust invades my senses. Then I grit my teeth, frustrated, but still force my hands gentle when I flip through the whisper-thin pages. Soon, I’m drawn into the stories and fantastical pictures.
GORGONS, one page reads in letters made of hissing snakes. A trio of women, as feared as they are dreadful, well known for their snake-hair. The leader of the trio, Medusa, can turn any living creature to stone. While immortals recover, mortals perish and remain statues for eternity. Their lair sits on the twin islands of Kos and Khios.
Then a picture of a beautiful woman, her features soft even as her eyes burn with their intensity. Her deep red hair, completely made of coiled snakes, seems to shift when I tilt the book to keep going. Startled, I lean away. Then curse myself, knowing it’s only a trick the artist used.
Shaking my head, I turn the page. The short snippets and accompanying pictures aren’t in any discernible order that I can figure out, and some pages stick together from the layers of grime along the edges of the book.
But my persistence pays off. Before long, I find a page titled MOIRAI near the end of the book.
An immortal trio of sisters who control the fates of all in Prasinos. One sister spins the golden thread of life, the second sorts each thread, and the third deftly cuts those who must die.
Shivering, I pull the book closer, craning my face closer to better read the spidery words.
All must yield to the controllers of fate: the Moirai. Gods and deities find no exception, though their lives are rarely cut short.
Women who can control the lives of everyone? Why hasn’t Mother mentioned meeting with them? Then again, Chloe talked of them as if they’ve died. Yet they were immortal, according to this book, and only Mother and Chaos itself can remove immortality. Did she have them killed? Or did they return to Chaos?
The Moirai sisters live in a most unusual tower at the center of the dense Pykos Forest.
I sigh, raising another cloud of dust. The thought of a true forest—the ability to run free through endless trees, soil to bury my feet in, smells of cloying wildflowers and rain-dampened dirt…
My hand slips off the edge of the page. The book closes on itself, obscuring the image of the three sisters, each more wrinkled than the last. I jump to right the book too late; I lose the page to one on satyrs.
Nothing new, not with satyrs living in the city of Athansi below the palace. They’re a quiet group when they visit court, breaking their serious expressions only when putting on elaborate jests and performances for the court. 
Sighing, I force my aching back straight, satisfied at the pop of each vertebra settling. Then I return to the book, drooping low over it until my nose nearly touches the pages.
Sleep doesn’t pull at my senses, thankfully. Without my lumpy bed or Hypnos’ ability to calm my dreams, there’s no actual risk of falling asleep. Still, my breaths slow and each blink grows longer than the last.
I’m in the middle of one such blink when I come across something odd. The entry on sirens, complete with a gilded illustration of a winged woman, flips to a page of…nothing. Whatever words once covered the paper are hidden beneath a blotch of spilled ink stretching from the bottom of the page almost all the way to the top.
A jumble of letters is all that’s left, part of the entry title.
C—IM—R—
There’s something odd about the ink. I lean closer, breaths rustling the page. The ink wasn’t spilled onto the page by accident. There are brush marks like someone painted the pitch liquid straight over the words.
But why?
I squint at the title again. The last letter, one I thought lost, peeks halfway out if I stare at it just right.
It’s an A.
C—IM—RA
Chimera.
I wrack my mind for what other creature or deity it could be, but there’s nothing else. The deity Charon was the closest in spelling and I passed that minutes ago.
The other page where the illustration should live is a simple picture of a nymph. No description of a nymph, only the picture, as if someone sliced a single page neatly out of the book. And when I look closer, there’s the stub of paper close to the spine, the rest cut out.
Chimera, the type of creature Agathe called me. Why would someone deface the entry about the creature?
But even as I ask myself the question, answers pop to the forefront of my mind.
Because they didn’t want you to know.
Because you are different.
Because Mother is not your true mother.
Vomit fills my mouth. Throat tight, I force myself to swallow it back down, leaning back in my seat to stare at the high stone ceiling.
Because the Moirai were real.
Because Eris has never treated you as a sister.
Because Hypnos and Eris use their abilities freely, but she collars you like an animal. Like a dangerous creature.
Because Mother never speaks of your father. Never speaks of your birthday, only the month and year, as if the goddess-queen herself doesn’t know the day she gave birth.
Is it possible that Mother would lie to me for so long?
The words Hypnos uttered in my room last night. “There are so many things I wish I could tell you.”
He must know. Does everyone else?
Hot tears burn at the corners of my eyes, then trickle down my cheeks, all while my stomach twists into knots. All the insults and slurs Eris hurls my way are nothing, nothing, compared to the searing humiliation of everyone knowing before me.
What if it’s not true? Is there any chance of that?
If my insides didn’t feel as if they’d been scooped out, maybe. If my heart didn’t beat hard in my chest, maybe. But my intuition says there’s some truth to Agathe’s, Chloe’s, and Thanatos’ words, though I might never know how much.
I can’t ask Mother—can’t voice the questions threatening to spill from my mouth. Questions equal punishment, and I’d rather bury my curiosity deep than risk being shut away again. A speck of freedom is worth all the gutting humiliation in the world.
Isn’t it?
Shaking my head at my spiraling thoughts, I swipe a rough hand over my eyes, rubbing away any trace of tears. When I stand, my knees shake beneath my weight, but I force them still and stride to the closed library doors with all the confidence I can muster.
One door, smooth as the mulled wine Hypnos enjoys, swings open before I push. Startled, I skitter back a series of steps, mouth going slack.
Mother stands on the other side, resplendent in an amethyst night robe with a short train sweeping behind her, weighed down to the marble floors by shining opals. Her hair, though pulled into a tight braid at the base of her neck, unravels from the loose end like she’s run clean across the palace and forgotten to tie it with a leather cord in her haste.
“Mother,” I gasp, pressing a hand to my chest, trying to make my heart slow. Then I bow low, tucking my hands neatly against my stomach, and say my next words louder in the sweet way she prefers. “Goddess-queen Nyx.”
“Good,” she says. “Now stand and let me see your face.”
Biting my lip, I do as she commands, knowing from the grittiness in my eyes that they’re still puffy and red-rimmed.
She hums, her silver gaze narrowing in on my cheeks.
Did I leave behind tear tracks?
Then she sighs, flitting around me to enter the library proper. The door swings shut behind her, nearly clipping my nose, and I grimace, then follow her.
“Melina,” she snaps when I take too long hovering in front of the chaise she’s perched herself on.
I plop down, jolted out of my awkward attempt at finding a comfortable way of kneeling by her feet. There truly isn’t one, and I should be grateful she’s broken the thought that there is, but all I feel is a weight in my stomach like another collar sits there, too.
“Apologies, goddess,” I mumble, then cast my stare to the floor, unable and unwilling to glance at the still-open book at the other end of the room. I should’ve closed it, I know I should’ve, but now it’s too late. Unease prickles across the back of my neck, raising all the fine hairs not covered by my collar.
“Look at me again,” she says.
I do. What other choice is there with her moon-bright eyes fixed on me, noticing each flicker of emotion as it passes over my face? There’s no hiding anything from her, not with the shadows themselves rippling in the corners of the room as a reminder of exactly who watches—and how I’ll be punished.
Once, then twice, I swallow. She tracks the bob of my throat, expression giving nothing away.
“You’re hiding something,” she says in a throaty purr. “Go on, tell me.”
I clamp my mouth shut.
“Tell me or be punished. It’s your choice, darling.”
Darling, exactly the way Thanatos says it. I didn’t imagine the similarity, then. I didn’t imagine any of it; the dark cell, the heartbreak on Agathe’s face, or
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