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	Power is controlled.
Instinct is suppressed.
Desire waits… until it doesn’t.

	 

	In this electrifying paranormal romantic suspense collection, danger arrives first—and love refuses to stay contained.

	A Gorgon marked for execution stands against the immortal order hunting her.
A billionaire’s daughter wakes dressed for a wedding she never agreed to.
A single kiss awakens the wolf within.
An immortal vampire faces the one choice eternity never prepared him for.
A bound djinn answers a whispered desire.
Shapeshifters and predators collide where instinct rules and loyalty is tested.

	 

	These are not quiet romances.

	 

	They are stories where:

	 

	• Ancient powers move in the shadows
• Obsession masquerades as destiny
• Hunters close in
• Fortified islands become gilded cages
• Attraction ignites at the worst possible moment

	 

	Each story stands alone.
Together, they deliver pulse-pounding stakes, undeniable chemistry, and heroes who must decide whether protection means control… or surrender.

	Because forbidden love isn’t gentle.
It’s relentless.

	And once awakened, it cannot be denied.

	 

	Featuring New York Times and USA Today bestselling authors alongside rising voices in paranormal romance.

	 

	Love That Endures Beyond Time, Form, and Fate.

	 

	 

	Gaze of Stone

	Shayla Summers

	Marked for execution, a modern-day Gorgon refuses to surrender to the immortal order hunting her. The one man assigned to bring her in discovers her deadly gaze is nothing compared to the danger of wanting her. In a world where desire means destruction, love could turn them both to stone.

	 

	Black Tied: Sapphire

	Rachelle Ayala 

	Bound by power and obligation, a formidable supernatural being finds his control unraveling in the presence of a woman who refuses to kneel. What begins as a dangerous alliance ignites into a passion they cannot afford. But when ancient forces demand obedience, will love defy destiny—or be sacrificed to it?

	 

	French Quarter Bound

	Amy Simone

	In the shadowed streets of New Orleans, a djinn bound by ancient magic is summoned by a woman who never meant to make a wish. As desire coils between them, old bargains and darker enemies close in. Freedom has a price—and love may be the most dangerous wish of all.

	 

	Animal Instincts

	Patricia Rosemoor

	When animal rescuer Skye Cross stumbles into a brutal underground shifter fight, she uncovers a hidden world of predators—and the powerful man who commands them. Luc Lazare can control minds and shift at will, but he can’t control his growing need for the woman who could destroy his family. In a world ruled by instinct, trust may be the deadliest risk of all.

	 

	Renegade Wolf

	Ari Thatcher

	After shifting into wolf form on live television, Stephanie becomes prey to a ruthless werewolf hunter. The only man who can protect her is the one whose kiss awakened her wolf—and claimed her as his mate. Hiding in the wild Ozarks, passion and danger collide as they fight to survive a predator who never misses his mark.

	 

	Shadows and Threads

	Dani Haviland

	A centuries-old vampire who has never questioned eternity meets the one woman who forces him to choose it. As ancient powers tighten their grip and fate itself begins to unravel, love becomes both weapon and salvation. Forever has always been his domain—until now.

	 

	Destination Wedding

	Rebecca York

	Kidnapped from a mall parking lot, Camille Norland awakens on a fortified island—dressed for a wedding she never agreed to. The security agent who has secretly loved her must race against time to stop a ruthless billionaire determined to claim her. In a game of power, obsession, and survival, love may be the only way out.

	 


 

	The Journey Begins…
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Power defines the villain. 

	Truth reveals the lie.

	 

	For three hundred years, Medusa has kept her eyes lowered and her heart locked behind stone.

	Exiled to an island garden of statues and silence, she has survived by becoming exactly what the gods declared her to be. But when Zeus issues a Sanction and sends his blind executioner to erase her from the world, survival is no longer enough.

	 

	He cannot be turned to stone.

	She cannot afford mercy.

	 

	And if the truth is spoken aloud,

	 

	Olympus itself may crack.

	 


Dedication

	 

	For every girl who was told the story wrong.

	 

	Medusa was never the villain.

	 


Chapter One: The Stone Garden

	The Isle of Sarpedon, Ancient Greece

	 

	Medusa dug her fingers into the dark earth and pulled the wild thyme free, root and all.

	Her knees ached against the flagstones as she shook off the loose dirt and nestled the plant into a clay pot. The bronze greaves she wore for gardening, scavenged from one of her stone men decades ago, had slipped down her shins again, clanking softly against the paving stones every time she moved. The snakes dozed against her scalp, coiled loose in the late-morning warmth.

	The weight of a gaze settled on the back of her neck and she turned instinctively.

	A lark stared back at her, and she quickly lowered her eyes, but it was too late.

	Gray climbed the russet feathers in a single heartbeat. The song cut off. The stone lark dropped from the olive branch and Medusa caught it before it struck the earth—lunging forward, thyme and soil scattering, hands closing around granite that had been feathers a half-breath ago.

	She knelt there in the dirt, holding the dead thing she had made, and the familiar shame crawled up her throat.

	Three hundred years.

	Three hundred years of keeping her gaze fixed on the ground, on the sea, on her own soil-blackened hands. Of training herself to flinch down instead of up, of building a discipline so rigid it governed every waking moment. And still, when something rustled above her, the old instinct fired faster than thought, faster than mercy, faster than the part of her that had spent centuries trying to be less than what Athena had made her.

	"There," she whispered, pressing her thumb against the granite breast. "Now you are safe."

	She carried the bird through the garden. Weeds had split the ancient paving stones decades ago, and she let them grow.

	Once, this had been a place of offerings. Pilgrims had walked these paths seeking blessings in the sanctuary above.

	Now they left only themselves.

	A goat frozen mid-bleat. A wild boar with tusks lowered for a charge that would never connect. A fox caught mid-leap. Farther in, men stood with swords raised and shields lifted, faces twisted into masks that had long since stopped screaming.

	Medusa stopped before a warrior who had come fifty years ago. Lichen covered him now, green moss softening the sharp line of his jaw. He looked peaceful, almost. The rage in his expression had weathered into resignation.

	"A new companion for you," she murmured, placing the stone bird on his mossy shoulder.

	The snakes shifted, faster, more urgent. Their tongues flickered, tasting something on the wind that turned them rigid.

	Visitor. Sister. Storm.

	Medusa stood, wiping her hands on the worn fabric of her chiton. The air pressure dropped, the wind died, and the olive trees stilled as massive wingbeats displaced the air: leathery, deep, the sound of thunder given muscle and bone.

	She turned to face the sky.

	Euryale dropped from the clouds, her talons tearing furrows into the earth as she landed. The impact shook the ground hard enough to rattle the teeth of the stone men, to make the petrified bird wobble on its hero's shoulder.

	Her sister folded her great wings and straightened to her full height. Bronze-dark skin gleamed with the sheen of recent flight. Golden eyes burned in the weathered architecture of her face. She smelled of lightning and high altitude, of places where the air grew thin and the gods grew lazy with watching.

	"Gardening again." Euryale's voice cut the quiet the way obsidian cut skin, clean and without apology. "You fill this place with ghosts until there is no room left for the living."

	"They are quiet." Medusa kept her gaze on her sister's shoulder. The Gorgon bond protected them from each other's curses, but centuries of avoiding eyes had carved grooves in her behavior that even sisterly safety could not smooth. "I favor quiet."

	Euryale stalked forward, bronze claws clicking on the paving stones. "Then you will hate what comes, little sister. The wind carries voices from the Citadel."

	Cold weight settled in Medusa's stomach. "Olympus."

	"Zeus." Euryale spat the name, and where her saliva struck stone, it sizzled. "He has issued a Sanction."

	The word hung between them, foreign and final. Sanctions were reserved for threats to divine order, for monsters too dangerous to leave to heroes and quests.

	"An execution order, not a quest." Euryale stepped closer. "He wants you erased."

	Medusa shivered beneath the weight of her stare, then turned back to her stone men. ""Let them come. They always come. They always join the collection."

	"Not this one."

	Euryale's hand closed around Medusa's arm, a grip that bruised even through stone-touched skin, then pulled her around to face her. For the first time in decades, Medusa found fear in those burning golden eyes.

	"This is not some fool seeking glory," Euryale hissed. "Or some demigod looking for a legend to hang above his hearth. Zeus is sending him."

	The snakes stilled.

	Only one him stalked the fears of monsters. One name that crept through the dark places where even the cursed did not sleep soundly.

	"Tyresius," Medusa breathed.

	"The Blind Justicar. The Executioner of Olympus. The man who does not see, and therefore cannot be turned." Euryale's grip tightened. "You cannot fight him. You cannot freeze him. He has spent twenty years hunting creatures far deadlier than you, and he has never failed. Never."

	Medusa blinked at her sister, unable to think, unable to move. "Then what would you have me do?"

	"Run. Stheno waits in the north winds. We can carry you. We can find somewhere beyond the reach of their Sanctions—"

	"Run?" Medusa pulled her arm free. She looked around her garden—at the moss-covered hero, at the stone bird on his shoulder, at the temple that had been her prison and her sanctuary for longer than mortal memory could hold. The only place left in all the world that belonged to her.

	"If I leave, he hunts us. All of us. He will not stop until the Gorgon line is extinct. You know this. Stheno knows this. If I leave, they hunt three instead of one."

	"Better hunted than dead," Euryale hissed.

	"No."

	Medusa stepped back. The sea pounded the cliffs far below, and the vibration traveled up through the stone into the soles of her bare feet. She belonged to this island. Its stone was her stone. Its silence was her silence.

	"He is blind," Medusa stated, her voice hardening into something older, something that remembered what she had been before Athena's curse. "But he still bleeds. His heart still beats. His flesh can still be pierced." She met her sister's gaze. "Let him come."

	Euryale stared at her for a long moment. Something passed between them, grief, or resignation, or the sorrow of immortals who had learned long ago that love alone could not save anyone. Then she unfurled her wings with a scream that sent the stone men's petrified hair rattling. The gust knocked a small stone cup off a nearby pillar, sending it shattering against the paving stones.

	"You think this defiance is yours?" Euryale growled, crouching for takeoff. "They put you on this island. They sent men to kill you. And now you wait for the next one? You are still doing what they told you to do, Medusa. You are still staying where they put you."

	"Then let them come and find out what staying has taught me."

	Euryale launched herself into the sky. Medusa watched her sister diminish, from fury given wings, to silhouette, to speck, to nothing at all.

	Medusa stood alone among her statues. She looked down at the stone bird on the moss-covered hero's shoulder.

	"Come then," she whispered to the approaching storm. "Come and see what I have become."

	She walked into the shadows of the Megaron, bare feet silent on ancient stone, and began to prepare for her guest.

	The curse hummed in her eyes, golden and hungry.

	It had been a long time since it had tasted anything interesting.

	 


Chapter Two: The Golden Cage

	The Court of Zeus, Mount Olympus

	 

	Tyresius knelt on the obsidian floor, cold seeping through his armor into the base of his spine. His ruined eyes made out little— a smear of gold from the columns, the darkness beneath his knees— forcing him to rely on his other senses.

	A lyre played somewhere far below, a melody so perfect it sounded rehearsed by eternity. Distant thunder rolled, constant as a heartbeat, the pulse of the mountain itself. The air pressed against his eardrums and weighed heavily on his chest, turning each breath into an act of defiance against the natural order. Beneath it all, the scent of honeysuckle and jasmine permeated the air, masking the sour undercurrent that never left this place.

	He sensed two heartbeats ahead of him. The first hammered in the slow, deep, ancient percussion, each pulse pressing down on the room the way a bellows fed a forge. The air thickened around it. Gravity bent toward it.

	Zeus.

	The second beat faster. Too fast. Staccato where it should have been steady. The click of talons on a shoulder guard, the dry rustle of owl feathers, and the scent of olive oil revealed its owner.

	Athena.

	"Rise, Justice." Zeus' voice resonated through the floors, the columns, and the cedar beams overhead, vibrating in his marrow.

	Tyresius stood slowly with precise, mechanical movements.

	He was a tool. A tool did not tremble. A tool did not question. A tool did not smell the rot beneath the sweetness and wonder what it meant.

	Zeus occupied the Cloud Throne. Tyresius could make out the massive shape of him, the way light warped around his form like heat above a forge. Colors shifted in the space the god inhabited, but Tyresius's scarred eyes reduced them to a bruised wash: gray, then dim gold, then something darker. Lightning crackled in the god's beard. Brief, branching, white.

	Athena stood beside the throne, spear-straight, the aegis draped across her shoulders — goatskin and divine authority, older than the mountain. Beneath it, Tyresius scented something acrid. The sharp, copper-edged scent of fear. A lesser tracker would have missed it. Tyresius had spent years interrogating creatures who could lie with their words but never with their pulse. Athena, Goddess of Wisdom, who had planned campaigns that toppled empires and earned her seat on Olympus through cunning rather than birth, was afraid.

	The rot thickened.

	"You summoned me, All-Father." Tyresius kept his voice steady, carrying no inflection, no opinion, no self. "How may I serve the Throne?"

	"We have a weed in the garden. On Sarpedon. The Gorgon."

	"Medusa," Tyresius named her.

	A Justicar who refused to name a thing feared it, and a Justicar who feared failed.

	"It persists." Athena's voice carried an edge that could have drawn blood. "The exile was intended to silence the problem. Instead, she has become a destination. Heroes go there and do not return."

	"Heroes go there to kill her," Tyresius countered. "Self-defense is not a crime under the Law."

	He felt the room shift. A sudden vacuum of warmth, the pressure dropping as if the Throne Room had inhaled. Zeus's heartbeat slowed to something predatory. The thunder outside stopped. In the silence, every sound sharpened: cedar beams contracting, brazier flames hissing as they bent toward the throne, static building in the space between Tyresius and the god who owned him.

	Gravity doubled and his knees buckled. His armor gained fifty pounds in a heartbeat. The obsidian rose to meet him and only years of training kept his face from striking the floor. His joints screamed. His spine compressed. Weight pressed down on his shoulders with the casual authority of a god who had just remembered that his servants were breakable.

	"Do not quote the Law to the one who wrote it." Zeus boomed, his voice hitting Tyresius' chest like a fist.

	The justicar locked his knees, blood flooding his mouth where he had bitten his tongue. He held it there, refusing to swallow or spit, because either would be motion, and motion would be weakness.

	"My apologies," he gritted out through clenched teeth.

	Gravity lifted and warmth crept back by degrees. The distant thunder resumed its indifferent percussion.

	Athena stepped into the silence Zeus had made. "The statues in her garden are not trophies. They are vessels. She is preserving souls in stone, building a reservoir. A Chrysalis." She let the word settle on the obsidian. "When the reservoir reaches critical mass, the frozen can be awakened. She is building an army, Father. One that cannot be killed because it is already dead."

	Tyresius turned his head toward Zeus. "What is the command, All-Father?"

	"A Sanction." The sound of liquid swirling in a goblet. "Total clearance. I want the island wiped. Gorgon. Statues. Memories. Raze it—"

	"The remains must be preserved," Athena interrupted, her voice moving closer.

	Tyresius stilled his breath. She had spoken over the All-Father, cut across his decree the way a blade cut across a throat, quick and deliberate and impossible to undo.

	Zeus's heartbeat did not change.

	"Her cursed blood is what binds the souls to stone," Athena continued. "If it is spilled carelessly, the Chrysalis could activate on its own. The remains must be sealed and returned to the Citadel for containment. A vessel has been prepared and loaded onto your ship."

	Tyresius stiffened. She had arranged this before the summons. Before Zeus had spoken. Before the Sanction had been stamped.

	The thunder outside rolled, indifferent.

	"Do as she says," Zeus ordered and turned away. A heavy exhale followed, the thunder in his voice gone.

	Tyresius cocked his head at the strange command. Threats were burned, scattered. Threats were not sealed and returned. Things with value were sealed and returned.

	"Burn the rest," Zeus added.

	"She is one of three," Tyresius reminded him, because the Law required him to note complications even when noting them drew blood. "The Sisters—"

	"Will be dealt with if they interfere," Athena interjected.

	Her footsteps grew closer. Light, precise, the cadence of a general approaching a subordinate. She stopped close enough that the olive oil in her hair filled his awareness. Parchment crinkled in her hand.

	"This is not a quest, Tyresius. We do not need a hero to slay a monster and bring back proof for songs." She held the scroll out. Heat radiated from it, the warmth of divine seal-wax.

	"We need an executioner to bury a mistake."

	Tyresius took the scroll, the wax sizzling against his palm, burning through decades of calluses. He let the pain anchor him.

	"And if she surrenders?" he asked. Because the Law required him to ask.

	"She is a Gorgon." Zeus's voice had already moved on, distant, the sound of attention withdrawing like a tide. "Poison in the vein of the world. Poison does not surrender. It is purged."

	Purged. Such a clean word for murder.

	"Go," Athena commanded. "Do not fail."

	Tyresius turned to leave. Three paces to the threshold, where the air already smelled cleaner, the pressure already lighter.

	"And Tyresius?"

	He stopped.

	Athena's voice dropped to something barely louder than breath. "Whatever you think you know about the Gorgon... do not let her speak. End it."

	Tyresius tilted his head for a moment, then bowed, because bowing was what tools did. "I will not need to listen."

	He walked out of the Throne Room, each stride carrying him further from the gods and closer to the monster they feared.

	The air thinned. The pressure eased. The lyre music faded behind him, replaced by the sound of wind through the cloud-bridges, the ordinary sounds of a fortress pretending to be a palace.

	The scroll still burned in his hand.

	Silence was not the same as justice. He had learned that long ago. But silence was what they paid him for, and he had never yet failed to deliver.

	The rot followed him down the mountain, sweet and persistent, all the way to the harbor.

	Tyresius stopped at the quay, where a ship creaked against its moorings, rigged and provisioned, ready to carry him to the edge of the world. He could smell the salt and the pitch and the particular patience of a vessel that had been loaded before the order was even given.

	Instead, he turned away and walked toward the Citadel.

	***

	The Citadel archive occupied a chamber cut deep into the mountain's root, windowless, lamp-lit, smelling of cedar oil and old papyrus. Tyresius had spent enough years in this room to know it by the texture of the air: dry, still, carrying the faint mineral dust of scrolls that had not been unrolled in decades.

	"Medusa of Sarpedon," he requested. "Everything you have."

	Dexios, the archivist, moved slowly, his joints creaking. He had served the Justicars long before Tyresius. He did not ask questions. He retrieved.

	Tyresius listened to the familiar sounds: the scrape of a scroll-case, the whisper of papyrus, and then a pause. The soft clatter of scrolls laid on the reading table.

	"Three documents, Justice. A sentencing decree. A geographical survey of the island. And a single-page summary of the subject's history prior to the curse."

	Tyresius started. "That is all?"

	"Indeed." Dexios cleared his throat. "For a three-hundred-year exile, it is... unusual."

	Tyresius nodded. "Read the summary."

	Dexios unrolled the first scroll. "Subject... Medusa. Former priestess of Athena, temple of Attica. Age at time of sentencing..." His weathered voice paused and the papyrus shifted. "Nineteen. Sentenced to exile on the island of Sarpedon under divine decree. Nature of offence..." A longer pause. "It does not say."

	Tyresius lowered his head, listening. "Continue."

	"The curse extended to her entire bloodline. Serpentine hair. Petrifying gaze. Immortality conferred as... as a natural consequence of the curse rather than a gift." Dexios cleared his throat. The papyrus rattled faintly in his grip. "That is the full summary, Justice. One page for a life."

	"And the lives of her sisters. What else?"

	Dexios moved to the second scroll. "A geographical survey of the island of Sarpedon in the eastern Aegean. Rocky, with no natural harbor. A cliff approaches on three sides, allowing for a single landing site on the northeast shore, accessible only in calm seas." His voice steadied on the familiar terrain of facts and measurements. "No known population aside from the Gorgon and an unspecified number of... stone figures."

	"And the third scroll?"

	"A sentencing decree sealed by Athena deeming Medusa a Threat to the Natural Order, ." Dexios replied. "That is all."

	Tyresius lifted his head. "No testimony? No witnesses?"

	"None," Dexios affirmed. "No appeal recorded either."

	Tyresius tapped his finger on his chin. "The blood. Is there any record of its properties, classification, containment protocols?"

	The sound of a scroll unrolling. Then nothing.

	"No, Justice."

	"And the Chrysalis. The claim that the statues preserve souls. Is there any record of that in the archive? Any corroborating research, any prior testimony?"

	A longer silence. The dry shuffle of papyrus being checked, rechecked.

	"Nothing, Justice. The word does not appear in any document associated with this subject."

	Tyresius released a breath through his teeth. A woman cursed and exiled for centuries, and the archive held less on her than it held on a common border dispute.

	He paced the length of the reading table, four strides and back, the way he always paced when the shape of a problem refused to resolve. The documents were not incomplete. They were edited. What was missing said more than what remained.

	"I need you to take dictation."

	"Yes, Justice."

	He heard Dexios reach for a stylus. The old man's breathing steadied, the way it always did when formal language demanded precision.

	"Petition under the Justicar's Code," Tyresius directed. "Article Seven: a weapon's right to question the hand that aims it."

	The stylus scratched. Tyresius waited until it stopped.

	"The undersigned Justicar challenges the evidentiary basis of the Sanction against Medusa of Sarpedon on grounds of insufficiency."

	More scratching. Slower now, Dexios choosing each word's placement with care.

	"The Citadel archive contains gaps in the subject's record consistent with deliberate removal rather than absence. The Sanction was authorized on a single testimony. No corroborating evidence has been presented."

	The stylus paused. Tyresius heard the old man's breathing change, the slight hitch of a man who could see where this was going.

	"Request for full evidentiary review before execution of the order."

	Dexios's stylus stopped.

	"Justice..." A careful pause. "This will be read by the Throne."

	"I am counting on it." Tyresius let the words settle. "Seal it with my mark. File it in the petition drawer."

	The stylus scratched once more. Wax hissed against the flame. The heavy press of a seal, and then silence.

	Tyresius turned for the door. The scroll still burned against his palm where he carried the Sanction, and the archive smelled of cedar oil and the particular absence of truth.

	He walked out, and did not look back.

	 


Chapter Three: The Ritual

	The Justicars' Quarters, The Citadel

	 

	The walk from the archive to his quarters took longer than it should have. The Citadel's corridors wound deep into the mountain, and the ceremonial armor dragged at his shoulders with every step. His legs ached. His eyes burned from the residue of Olympus. Sleep first, he decided. Then bathe. Then, in the morning, return to the archive and dig deeper into the gaps Dexios had shown him.

	Three days.

	The Code guaranteed him three days before the Tribunal could rule on his petition. Three days to find what had been removed from the record and by whom.

	He reached his door and stopped.

	Someone was there. He could hear the breathing — shallow, rapid, young. A heartbeat fluttering too fast for an adult. Bare feet shifting on cold stone.

	"Justice Tyresius." The voice cracked on the title. A boy. A messenger. "A response to your petition, sir. Filed under Article Seven."

	"Read it."

	The crack of wax.

	"Denied. Proceed as ordered." The boy swallowed. "That is all, sir. The seal is... It bears Athena's mark."

	Not the Tribunal's. Not the review board's. Hers.

	For a heartbeat, he had let himself believe the system might work the way it was written. That the Code he had built his life around, the Code that made him a Justicar instead of an executioner, meant what it said. That a weapon could question the hand that aimed it and receive an honest answer.

	The boy pressed the scroll into his hand and left. Bare feet retreating down the corridor, quick, eager to be gone. The system did not wait for responses.

	***

	Tyresius stood in the corridor holding four words and a broken promise. Then he pushed open the door, stepped inside, and stripped off his ceremonial armor. It hit the stone floor with a clatter, gold filigree and Hephaestus's craft sprawled across the flagstones like a discarded skin.

	Beauty wasted on a sightless man.

	Underneath, his own skin held a map of scars: the diagonal slash across his ribs where the Chimera had caught him, the puckered burn at his shoulder from the Hydra's venom, the parallel tracks down his spine where the Nemean Lion had raked him before he strangled it in its own den.

	Each scar was a lesson. Each lesson was survival.

	He walked to the basin. The water ran cold — always cold in the Citadel, where comfort counted as weakness — and he scrubbed the ambrosia scent from his skin. The sweet rot of Olympus clung to everyone who spent time in the Throne Room. He washed until he smelled only of soap and his own sweat.

	His real tools waited on the table. He could see them, barely. Shapes against the gray stone. The long curve of the bow. The squat block of the sword. The small clay jar.

	His eyes had been failing for years. The Titan-fire had done the initial damage at seventeen, searing the nerves, leaving him with dim, unreliable sight that the Citadel's physicians had partially restored. Enough to navigate. Enough to function between missions. But the moly oil had taken the rest, application by application, mission by mission, the divine herb scarring what little the physicians had salvaged.

	He could see light and shadow. Movement at arm's length. The vague impression of color, like looking through clouded glass.

	It was enough to find his weapons. It was not enough to fight.

	He checked the bow first. Ash wood, unadorned, strung with dragon-gut that hummed beneath his fingers. He had carved it himself from a tree struck by Zeus's lightning, and used arrows fletched with owl feathers, and tipped with bronze quenched in the River Styx.

	His sword sat short and heavy in its sheath, designed for butchery rather than art. A butcher's blade given a handle, meant to end fights in a single stroke.

	The hemlock vials clinked in their case, glass stoppered with cork and sealed with wax. Poison carried no honor, but honor remained a luxury of those who could afford to lose.

	And the oil.

	He picked up the clay jar. Heavy. Sealed with wax stamped by Hermes himself, the only god who could harvest the moly root, the only one the plant permitted to uproot it.

	Dangerous for a mortal man to pluck from the soil, the Citadel texts warned, but not for the deathless gods.

	The oil inside smelled of wet earth and crushed roots and something older: graves, or the soil beneath temples where blood had been spilled so long ago it had become part of the stone.

	Tyresius sat on the edge of his cot. The frame creaked beneath his weight.

	He remembered the first time.

	He had been nineteen. Newly assigned. Still believing that service to the Throne was noble rather than necessary. Artemis had taught him to hunt in the dark, but the moly oil was something else — not the absence of sight, but the replacement of it. The first application had felt like drowning. Like burial. Like being swallowed by something vast and indifferent that had no intention of releasing him.

	He had screamed, and nothing had answered.

	Now the dark felt like armor. And the cost showed in the milky rings that clouded his eyes, visible to anyone who cared to look beneath his blindfold. The physicians had told him years ago: ten more applications, perhaps fewer, and the scarring would be total. Permanent. The moly would take the last of what the Titan-fire had started.

	He had done six applications since that warning.

	Beasts fight with claws. He recited the lesson as he broke the seal. Gods fight with lightning. The Gorgon fights with her gaze. The wax crumbled beneath his thumbnail. To see her is to die. Therefore, the only way to kill her is to remove the battlefield entirely.

	He tilted his head back and poured.

	The oil ran thick, viscous, black as the root it came from. It coated his eyes with burning cold. The sting bit deep, twin points of fire like a serpent's fangs sinking into scarred flesh, smoke and salt and the old familiar venom of the cure. He blinked once, instinct overriding discipline, but the oil clung, filming over his eyes, and the dim shapes of the room dissolved.

	gray bled to dark. Dark bled to nothing.

	The last color he saw was the faint gold of the window-light, and then that was gone too.

	He reached for the linen strips. His hands found them without hesitation. He had laid them in the same place on the same table before every mission for twenty years. He wound them tight around his head, layer upon layer, pressing the oil against his skin until the burning became numbness became nothing at all.

	Silence descended for a moment.

	Then the world cracked open.

	Sound flooded in like water through a breached wall. The details in the wind outside the window, its direction, intensity, the salt it carried from the sea far below and the dust it carried from the Citadel's stone. The drip of water in the basin, each droplet a distinct percussion, different in pitch depending on the depth of the water it struck. The scuff of a rat in the wall three rooms over, its heart hammering with the blind urgency of prey.

	Scent sharpened. The moly oil itself became a physical barrier he could feel against his skin, a membrane between himself and the world of illusion. The stone of his quarters had a smell: calcium and iron and the faint organic trace of the lichen that grew in the mortar. His own body smelled of soap and sweat and the copper undertone of the blood he had bitten from his tongue in the Throne Room, still faintly present in his saliva.

	He could hear his own heartbeat. Steady.

	Tyresius stood and moved to the table, his hand finding the sword hilt without searching, and strapped it to his waist. He slung the bow across his back and checked the quiver. Twenty arrows, counted by touch, each shaft's fletching oriented for a clean draw.

	His fingers found the token in his pocket.

	The wooden owl was small enough to fit in his palm, carved by a hand long since turned to dust. His mother had made it before the plague took her, back when he was young enough to believe that gods answered prayers. The wings had worn smooth from decades of his thumb running across them — doubt, fear, the moments when the darkness felt less like armor and more like judgment.

	He held the owl for three heartbeats. Then he put it back.

	It was a job. A Sanction. A weed to be pulled from the garden of divine order. The Gorgon was a monster who had turned men to stone for centuries, and he was the tool designed to end her.

	It is not a job, something whispered from deep inside of him. It is an execution. And executions do not fail.

	He walked to the balcony.

	The wind tore at his tunic, whipping the linen strips against his scalp. Cold — the thin, metallic cold of altitude, carrying the taste of clouds and the distant brine of oceans far below. The Citadel floated above the mortal world, anchored to nothing but divine will. He could not see the clouds beneath him, but he could feel the emptiness — the vast, uninterrupted fall of open air that began at his feet and ended at the sea.

	Somewhere down there, on an island at the edge of the known world, a monster tended a garden of stone.

	The ship waited at the harbor. Their ship. Their provisions. Their timeline. Two days of sailing on their terms, in their vessel, toward the execution they had ordained.

	Tyresius stepped onto the railing.

	The wind howled. The distance called to him, a problem to be solved, not a threat. He had dropped from the Citadel a dozen times before. The moly cushioned the landing, hardened his bones for the impact the way it hardened everything else. Two days by sea, or ten minutes through open sky.

	Not much of a choice. Not much of a rebellion, either. But it was his.

	Tyresius stepped off the edge of the world.

	He fell through the dark, and the dark fell with him.

	 


Chapter Four: The Breach

	 

	 

	The fig skin yielded beneath Medusa's thumb, seeds gritty and sweet-smelling in the late afternoon heat. She pressed it into the basket beside the others, twenty so far, enough for the week if she rationed, and reached for the next one on the drying rack.

	The pale snake at her left temple lifted its head.

	She ignored it. The pale one startled at gulls, at wind shifts, at its own shadow on warm days. Her fingers closed around the next fig, testing its give. Too soft. She set it aside for the compost trench.

	A second snake rose. Then a third.

	She set the basket down.

	The hum reached her a moment later — low, at the edge of hearing, like a plucked string winding down. It found her teeth first, then her jawbone, then the bones of her wrists where they rested against the warm stone of the courtyard wall. Her wards were unraveling. Thread by golden thread, someone picked apart the weaving she had spun around Sarpedon, finding seams she had thought invisible, pulling them loose.

	Every snake on her head stood rigid, pointing toward the eastern cliff.

	Intruder.

	"He is here," she whispered.

	Medusa ran.

	She ran barefoot through the Megaron, the cold stone biting at her heels, past the columns and the empty corridors until she reached the central hearth, where the embers of last night's fire still glowed and the air smelled of smoke and dried herbs — sage and thyme and lavender.

	She stopped. The pillow beside the hearth still held the shape of her head from last night. She could sit down. She could wait by the fire and let him find her the way she was — tired, barefoot, surrounded by the small wreckage of a life she had built out of nothing and no one.

	It would be easier. It might even be quick.

	She reached up and touched the pale snake, let it coil around her finger. "I know," she murmured. "We cannot stay."

	She looked at what surrounded her the way a stranger would.

	The tapestry on the wall. The pillows by the hearth. The wooden shuttle on the ledge. Herbs drying from the crossbeams, a half-eaten round of goat cheese on a clay plate, the basket of mending she had been putting off for a week. A home. A woman's home, cluttered with the small evidence of a life patiently built.

	She would not give him that.

	The last person to stand in this room would not get to see who she had been. That belonged to her. That belonged to her sisters. Not to an executioner with a god's warrant and a sword.

	She grabbed the tapestry — ten years of firelight weaving, wool from the island's wild sheep, dolphins woven into waves that seemed to move if you caught them at the right angle. Her thumb traced the dorsal fin of the nearest dolphin. Then she shoved it into the crevice behind the statue of a screaming hoplite, one of her earliest, his stone face still twisted in the terror of transformation. He had come to kill her too. Now he guarded her tapestry. The irony was not lost on her.

	The pillows went next, three of them, stuffed with gull feathers, worn smooth by years of use. She crushed them into a gap behind the fallen lintel stone. The wooden shuttle Euryale had carved for her went into a hollow beneath a loose flagstone she had marked with a scratch no human eye could detect.

	She kicked dust over the cheese plate, scattered the mending, and left the herbs. Those could belong to a beast who hoarded things without understanding them.

	When he found her, he would find a lair. Not a life.

	And if the lair was all he expected — if he saw the beast Olympus had told him to kill — he would search at ground level. He would look for claws and teeth and the mindless territory of a predator. He would not look up.

	The snakes hissed. Coming. Close.

	Medusa climbed.

	Her fingers found the cracks in the weathered marble of the interior columns, her nails digging into gaps widened by centuries of salt wind. She scaled the stone fast and silent, her cursed muscles carrying her up the column in four pulls. The beams received her into their shadows.

	She pressed her back against the beam and forced her breathing to slow. In through the nose, out through the mouth, the way Stheno had taught her when the first hero came and she had frozen instead of fought. Her heartbeat steadied. The snakes flattened against her scalp, going still, going silent.

	Something moved near the entrance.

	The snakes caught it before she did.

	At first, she thought it was a bird. The size of a sparrow, the jerky movement of a creature exploring new territory.

	But birds ran warm and frantic and loud. This thing moved with a rhythm that felt wrong. Precise. Calculated.

	It emerged from the shadow of a fallen column.

	A skeletal construct — small bones wired together with bronze thread, sparrow and finch and something larger, hollow and light. She had heard of these. Euryale had described them once: Justicar scouts, stitched from the bones of dead birds and animated with a thread of divine will. They saw without eyes, heard without ears, and reported everything back to their maker.

	A spy.

	The construct hopped forward on bone-wire legs, its skull tilting as it examined the statues, the hearth, the shadows. Searching. It paused at the kicked-over cheese plate, the scattered mending. Its skull swiveled, taking in the dust, the disorder, the absence of anything human.

	The Justicar had not just come to hunt. He had come to study.

	Medusa held her breath. The snakes pressed flat, silent, invisible against the dark wood of the beam. Every muscle locked. Every instinct screaming to move, to strike, to crush the thing before it could report.

	She held.

	The construct completed its circuit. The hearth. The statues. A lair. A beast's territory, cluttered with the debris of instinct. Nothing that suggested a mind. Nothing that suggested a woman who wove tapestries and grew figs and read the scrolls her sisters smuggled from the mainland.

	The bird's empty sockets swept the room one final time. Then, with a rattle of bone against bronze, it hopped toward the entrance and took flight, heading back toward the beach and whoever waited there.

	It had found exactly what she wanted it to find.

	Medusa watched it go from the shadows of the crossbeams, her heartbeat steady, her breathing controlled, her body folded into the dark like something that had always been there.

	So, this one prepared. This one sent scouts before he entered. This one studied.

	The others had not. The others had come with swords and shields and the blind certainty that a monster was a simple thing to kill. They had walked through her door expecting claws and fury, and she had given them stone before they understood their mistake.

	The blind Justicar would not make that mistake. Euryale had warned her about him — the hunter who tracked by sound, who killed without seeing, who had never failed a Sanction. He was smart. He was patient. And he had just sent a dead bird to do his seeing for him.

	But smart men had blind spots of their own. They trusted their intelligence. They trusted their tools. And they trusted what Olympus told them about their targets.

	Olympus had told him she was a beast.

	He expected a beast. Let him.

	 


Chapter Five: The Cat & Mouse

	 

	Tyresius crouched at the edge of the Megaron complex, one hand flat against the ground, and listened.

	Air currents whistled through the ribs of the temple, finding gaps in the masonry that had widened over centuries of salt and neglect. It mapped the structure for him: here, an open gap where a wall had crumbled, the current shifting direction overhead; there, a column still standing, deflecting the air into eddies he could read. The ocean drummed against the cliffs below, each wave a percussion that told him distance and drop. Spray reached him even here, salt on his lips, mist crusting the stone beneath his palm.

	His fingers found something in the gap between two stones. Thin. Taut. Vibrating faintly where the wind caught it.

	He traced it without touching, hovering his fingertips along its length, feeling the displaced air. Gut cord. Cured with animal fat, the smell faint but present. Strung low and tight between the stones, fixed at both ends with something that gave off the cold resonance of metal. A trip line.

	He followed the cord's tension to where it anchored and found the mechanism by touch: a clay vessel wedged into a crevice, packed with what smelled like loose gravel. Pull the cord, topple the vessel. The sound would carry through the entire ruin.

	He stepped over it and moved deeper.

	The stone here was ancient marble, worn into something almost organic. His sandals found surfaces pitted and gritty, cold with the deep cold of rock that never warmed. Olive branches overhung the ruins in places, and he caught their green scent, fibrous and alive, sharp against the mineral smell of decay. Between them, thin grass struggled in soil that amounted to more rubble than earth.

	Medusa had prepared. He could read it the way he read a room before a kill. A stretch between columns where the breeze ran too clean, unobstructed, the kind of clear path that stank of invitation. A section of ground where the air pocketed beneath his boot, hollow, waiting for weight. She had layered this approach the way a weaver layers thread, patiently, over years, each line designed to slow or reveal.

	Athena said centuries of exile had reduced her to instinct.

	He let the thought settle beside the evidence and moved on.

	The wind died as he crossed the threshold. It happened in a single step — the spray-damp cold of the open approach giving way to a stillness that pressed against his ears. Walls. Close walls, narrowing the space, channeling his footsteps into echoes that returned tight and quick. The ceiling dropped, he could feel it in the way sound flattened overhead. And the air changed: warmer, denser, thickened with centuries of trapped dust and the faint organic sweetness of things that lived and died in enclosed spaces.

	He was inside.

	His hand found something where there should have been open air.

	He flinched. The shape was wrong for a column, too narrow, too curved. The size of a man. His fingers closed around what felt like a shoulder, and for one sharp instant his body coiled, weight shifting, bow half-drawn.

	He held. Every sense strained toward the shape beside him. No breath. No heartbeat. No rustle of cloth or creak of leather. Nothing but his own pulse hammering in his ears and, somewhere beyond the walls, the faint whistle of air currents threading through the ruins outside.

	The thing in front of him was not alive.

	He lowered the bow. His fingers uncurled from the shoulder and explored.

	Cold. Completely cold. No warmth, no pulse, no breath.

	He let the tension drain and traced downward: the curve of a bicep, the crook of an elbow, a forearm where the texture was too precise for a sculptor's chisel. Pore structure of skin. Fine hairs, each one distinct beneath his fingertip. He followed the arm to the wrist, the hand, the knuckle where every crease was preserved. The fingers were splayed, reaching for something — a weapon, a door, another hand.

	Stone. This had been a man. Someone's son.

	He had read the accounts. He had studied the Sanction file, what little remained of it. He had known, in the abstract way that briefings conveyed knowledge, that the Gorgon turned men to stone. But knowing and touching were different languages. His fingertips still held the memory of pores and hair and the frozen flinch of living muscle caught mid-scream. This was not a statue. This was a death preserved in mineral, every cell locked in the instant of its ending.

	A chill moved through him. The same chill that had gripped him the first time he tracked a Chimera into its den and realized the briefing had not mentioned the second head.

	He set the knowledge aside the way he set aside all dangerous things: carefully, for later.

	He pulled his hand back.

	"Sloppy," he baited, letting his voice carry through the still air. "You leave your artwork out in the rain."

	The words gave her his position, his direction, the timbre of his voice. But they bought him the space, his own syllables bouncing back from walls and columns and gaps, sketching the Megaron in echoes. High ceiling. Cluttered floor, a forest of stone bodies and broken architecture. And somewhere in the returns, a soft absorption where sound met something warm and breathing.

	The disturbed air brought her scent with it.

	He had expected the copper tang of old kills. The predator-musk that clung to things that hunted. The sharp, acrid bite of snake venom that closed the back of the throat. Instead the scent of lavender met him. Along with dried mint and something warmer beneath: beeswax, or the ghost of a cooking fire.

	His hand tightened on the bow. Why would a beast smell of a garden?

	The thought felt dangerous. He let it pass the way Artemis had taught: acknowledged, released, like breath.

	Snap.

	Left. Sharp, sudden, a stone kicked against a pillar, or a stick cracked under weight.

	The bow drew before his mind caught up with his hands, the arrow nocked by fingers that had performed the motion ten thousand times. He released on the echo.

	The arrow hissed through air and struck stone.

	Clack.

	Stone on stone. He had hit exactly what she wanted him to hit.

	A decoy. She had drawn his fire while she moved.

	Tyresius stood motionless and slowed his breathing until it matched the rhythm of the wind. His heartbeat settled into the deep, steady pulse that Artemis had drilled into him — the rhythm that made a hunter indistinguishable from the stone he stood among. His awareness pushed outward. The floor with its rubble and its frozen dead. The mid-level where columns held what remained of the roof. And above, where wind moved differently, constrained and redirected by surviving stone beams.

	There.

	A heartbeat.

	Above him, where the beams crossed and the remaining roof created a pocket of still air. Slow for its size, controlled, deliberate.

	Thump... thump... thump.

	He adjusted his grip. Nocked a second arrow with movements so small they might have been the settling of cloth in wind. He angled upward, reading the architecture through air currents: the gap between beams, the distance, the way the wind told him where the openings were. His fingers found the angle the way a harper finds a string.

	He drew to his cheek.

	"I can hear your heart, Gorgon." His voice pitched flat as he aimed upward. "It sounds like fear."

	The heartbeat spiked.

	Thump-thump-thump-thump.

	She tried to force it down. He tracked the effort, the rhythm stuttering and surging as the body refused what the mind demanded, the one betrayal that stillness could never prevent.

	The scent of lavender sharpened. Fear-sweat carried it downward, mixing with the bitter edge of adrenaline.

	He held the draw. His arms locked, the bow an extension of bone.

	"Come down. Or I bring the roof down with you."

	 


Chapter Six: The Hesitation

	 

	The stone crossbeam pressed cold against Medusa's ribs where she lay flat among the surviving architraves, twelve spans above the man who had come to kill her.

	She could feel him through the architecture. His voice traveled through the marble the way sound traveled through water, and she caught it in her sternum before her ears registered the words. The vibration of his sandals on the floor below mapped his position more precisely than sight. And his heartbeat — the curse had given her a predator's senses along with its uglier gifts, and through the column she gripped she could feel that slow, disciplined pulse, transmitted up through the stone like a second, calmer rhythm laid beneath her own hammering chest.

	He held position somewhere below her, his voice aimed upward, the creak of his bowstring telling her the arrow followed. She pressed deeper behind the beam. The stone was wide enough to hide her from directly below, but if he moved to the side, if he read the angles the way he read the wind—

	The snakes pressed flat against her scalp, rigid with attention. Iron-smell. Old-wounds. Bow-gut-taut. Their tongues flickered, tasting his scent where it rose on the warm air: the moly oil that clung to his skin, the faint copper of scarred tissue, the animal heat of a body running hard on discipline and adrenaline. Beneath it, almost buried, the clean smell of soap. He had washed before coming to kill her.

	The detail lodged somewhere behind her ribs like a splinter.

	She had studied him while he moved through the hall, and something in her chest had shifted that she did not like.

	He was built the way siege walls were built, for function, not beauty, though beauty had crept in regardless. Broad through the shoulder and narrow at the hip, the proportions of a body that had been shaped by violence the way a river shapes stone: nothing wasted, nothing decorative. His cuirass hung battered bronze, unadorned, pocked with dents and repairs that mapped a career of things with teeth and claws and fire. The arms beneath were bare, corded with the kind of muscle that came from drawing a bow ten thousand times rather than lifting stones for show, and scarred — she could see them even from the rafters, the pale lines that crosshatched his forearms like a mason's chisel marks on discarded marble.

	The blindfold should have made him look diminished. A sense stolen. A weakness worn openly.

	Instead, it made him look absolute. The white linen stark against dark hair, tied with a knot that spoke of practice and permanence, as if he had been born to it. His jaw cut clean beneath, the kind of face a sculptor would weep over, all plane and angle and the hard architecture of bone beneath skin that had spent years in weather. He moved through her ruins the way a predator moved through tall grass: unhurried, certain, each step placed with a precision that turned blindness into something more frightening than sight.

	He was the most dangerous thing that had ever set foot on her island.

	And, gods help her, he was beautiful.

	She watched his hands find the statue and trace it, shoulder to elbow to wrist, reading the dead man the way she read the texture of stone, with a patience that spoke of something other than cruelty. She watched him pause at the knuckle. Linger. Pull his hand back as if the granite had burned him.

	That pause had cost her something she could not name.

	The heroes who came before were simpler. The last one — fifty years ago, a boy barely grown, patchy beard and borrowed armor — had screamed for his mother as the stone climbed his legs. The one before that had tried to barter, offering gold he carried in a sack like a merchant at market. The one before that had wept.

	This one stood in her hall and spoke to her like an equal.

	"I can hear your heart, Gorgon. It sounds like fear."

	Her jaw clenched. She pressed her forehead against the cold beam and breathed through it. Her heartbeat betrayed her, hammering against the stone loud enough for him to read, loud enough for him to aim by. She tried to slow it. The muscle refused.

	He cannot see you, she told herself. His eyes are bound. The circuit is broken.

	That struck her as the strange thing — the thing that sat wrong in her chest like a stone swallowed whole. Her gaze required a meeting. Eye to eye, fear to fear, the connection that froze the soul inside the flesh and turned living tissue to granite. Every man who had come before, she had killed the same way: they looked at her, she looked back, and in the space between their eyes the curse did its work.

	This one had no eyes to meet.

	The blindfold sealed him away from her as completely as a wall. She could stare at him for hours, at the exposed throat above his cuirass, at the pulse beating there, at the arms locked in a draw he held as easily as breathing, and the curse would find nothing to grip. No circuit. No connection. No fear flowing back through the gaze to freeze the blood.

	She was, for the first time in three hundred years, looking at a man she could not kill.

	The realization should have terrified her. Instead, it loosened something. A knot she had carried so long she had forgotten it was there — the constant vigilance, the downcast eyes, the flinch that governed every waking moment. She could look at him. She looked at him. And he still breathed.

	"Come down. Or I bring the roof down with you."

	His voice landed flat. Professional. The voice of a man fulfilling a contract.

	The snakes stirred against her scalp. Drop. Strike. Claws-and-venom. End it.

	She could. The blindfold stopped the gaze, but she was still Gorgon, still
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