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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.
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Gaze of Stone

	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 strong enough to crack stone with her hands, still carrying venom in glands that ached with the instinct to strike. She could drop from the rafters and drive him into the marble floor before his arrow cleared the bow. She had done it before. To the boy. To the merchant. To the one who wept.

	Her fingers tightened on the beam.

	You could let him do it.

	The thought arrived quietly, the way it always arrived, practical, almost gentle, the voice of exhaustion speaking from a place deeper than the snakes could reach. He was good. The arrow aimed true. If she moved — if she so much as shifted her weight — the shaft would find her. Bronze-tipped, fletched with owl feathers for silence. She had watched him nock it. She knew what it could do.

	One movement. One flinch. And three hundred years of waking and tending and surviving would end in a sound no louder than a held breath released.

	The pale snake at her temple wound tight around itself, squeezing once against her scalp. The same gesture it made every time she drifted toward this particular edge, not language, not thought, just pressure. Here. Still here. Stay.

	She pressed her hand flat against the beam.

	She had made this calculation before. In the garden, staring at the boy's statue. In the bath, holding the bronze knife beneath the water and watching it distort. On the cliff edge, in the years when the wind called louder than the morning. Each time the snakes had pulled her back, not with words, not with reason, just with the persistent, animal insistence of creatures that lived in her hair and refused to let go.

	And each time she had thought of Stheno. Of Euryale. Of the knot that would not untie.

	She could not leave them to grieve.

	Which meant she could not die.

	Which meant she had to decide what to do with the man below.

	He waited. The bow held. His breathing matched the wind, slow, patient, the rhythm of something that had been trained to outlast. She could hear his heartbeat through the stone, and it was steady. Steady the way a man's heart beat when dying was a professional hazard rather than a horror.

	He had made his peace with endings. She recognized the shape of it because she wore a version herself.

	But her hands stayed flat against the stone.

	She was so tired of adding to the garden.

	"Go home."

	The words left her mouth before the thought finished forming, pulled from somewhere beneath the calculation and the survival instinct, from the place where the woman she had been before the curse still lived in the foundations like a root that would not die.

	Below, the arrow dipped. One inch. The first uncertainty he had shown.

	"Home?" His voice shifted. Something in the precision cracked.

	"You have one." She could hear her own voice, rough, unused, the voice of someone who spoke to snakes and statues and had forgotten the rhythm of conversation. "A place you came from. Go back. Tell them the monster was already dead when you arrived. Tell them —"

	The sea changed.

	She felt it before she heard it, a pressure drop that hollowed her ears, the temperature plunging as if someone had opened a door to the deep ocean. The snakes went rigid, every one of them pointing toward the cliffs, their bodies vibrating with a frequency she had felt only once before.

	In a different temple. In a different life. When she had been young and pious and believed that sanctuary meant safety.

	Poseidon.

	The floor of the Megaron buckled upward. Columns that had stood for a thousand years cracked at their bases. The ceiling — what remained of it — sheared away, and she was falling, the beam torn from beneath her, the air full of stone dust and salt spray and the deep, grinding roar of a god's rage given liquid form.

	She caught a glimpse of the Justicar as the world came apart, saw him dive, saw the column clip his shoulder and spin him into the rubble.

	Then stone struck stone and the temple swallowed them both.

	 


Chapter Seven: The Storm

	 

	Tyresius stood mid-draw, his arrow aimed at the crossbeams, the Gorgon's heartbeat pounding above him like a second pulse laid over his own, when the marble beneath his sandals kicked upward with the force of something vast and furious. The bow left his hands. The air left his lungs. The ancient temple came apart around him with a sound like the world splitting its spine.

	He felt himself falling as stone screamed against stone, the deep percussive crack of columns splitting at their bases, the hiss and roar of masonry tearing through air he could not see. His training seized his body before his mind could catch up: chin tucked, arms crossed over his skull, spine curved to roll with the impact rather than against it.

	He hit rubble shoulder-first. Something massive clipped his ear, spinning past close enough to take his head. Stone dust filled his mouth, his lungs, his senses, blinding him in the one way he had never been blind — burying the sounds he navigated by beneath a roar so total it erased the architecture he had spent the last hour mapping.

	The ground arrived, the concussion driving every sense to white noise.

	Silence. One heartbeat. Two.

	Sound flooded back: a roar so deep it bypassed his ears and went straight to his ribs. Water. Moving fast.

	Water poured upward through the fractured floor, driven from below with a pressure that spoke of depth, of trenches that never saw light. The cold tasted of the deep ocean, mineral and ancient, salt and iron and something older beneath it, something that carried intent. The ocean had been steady when he crossed the cliffs. Rhythmic. Obedient. The drumming of a sea that answered to its god and had been told to wait.

	It had stopped waiting.

	The water rushed through the shattered walls and found him where he lay in the rubble, a wall of freezing brine that hit his legs first, then climbed his waist, his chest, each inch a claim staked by the sea on territory that had been stone and air a moment ago.

	This was divine. The force that buckled the marble, the cold that tasted of the abyss, the precision of the strike. Only one god commanded the sea.

	Poseidon.

	The name arrived as a lock turning. But behind it, a question that made less sense than the flood: Why?

	Why would the god of the sea care what happened to a Gorgon on a rock in the Aegean?

	Athena had driven the Sanction. Zeus had signed it. Poseidon had no stake in this hunt. No reason to intervene, no territory threatened, no offense recorded.

	And yet the ocean was tearing the temple apart with the fury of something personal.

	Tyresius tried to move.

	His left leg answered with a white-hot spike that ran from knee to ankle and detonated behind his eyes. Pinned. His fingers traced the shape of it: a slab of marble, smooth on one side, rough-hewn on the other, heavy across his shin with the patient weight of a sentence delivered. The stone held him the way a hand holds a throat: precisely enough to kill, slowly enough to know it.

	He braced his palms against the slab and pushed. His shoulders burned. His spine bowed. The marble shifted the width of a finger and settled back.

	The water reached his collarbones.

	Something moved in the rubble near his trapped leg, a dry rasp, scale against stone, the sound of a body uncoiling. The scent hit him a heartbeat later: acrid, concentrated, the sharp chemical signature of venom glands expressing. Rock-viper. The island's own, drawn from its den by the collapse, now threading through the debris toward the warmth of his pinned limb.

	He could not reach his dagger. His arms were braced against the slab.

	The strike hit like a needle, a bright, precise pain just above his ankle, two points of pressure that sank deep and held. The viper's jaw locked as it delivered. Cold spread from the puncture in a wave that raced the rising water up his leg.

	The water reached his chin.

	This is the reckoning. The thought arrived clear, stripped of everything but arithmetic. Zeus sent the hunter. Poseidon sent the wave. One to ensure the kill, the other to ensure the silence. And if both fail, if the Gorgon survives and the Justicar survives, then neither can report what the other chose.

	He had been a tool. They discarded him.

	The water closed over his mouth. He tilted his head back, found the last pocket of air, breathed once. The cold enveloped him, the kind that slowed the heart and thickened the blood and whispered that drowning was simply another form of sleep.

	A hand closed around his wrist.

	The grip felt like iron. Warm against the freezing water, calloused, strong in a way that spoke of something more than human muscle. Fingers wrapped his forearm and pulled with the blunt authority of someone accustomed to hauling weight.

	"Stop fighting." The voice cut through the water's roar, close enough that he could feel breath on his face. He knew it. The same voice that had told him to go home — raw, unused, the voice of someone who spoke to no one. But calm in a way that had no right to exist inside this chaos, each syllable measured, precise, stripped of panic. "You will drown yourself faster."

	She released his arm. He heard her shift, feet bracing on rubble, the scrape of her body adjusting its position in the current. Then her hands found the marble slab.

	The stone groaned.

	The weight on his leg lightened. Impossibly, the slab moved, rising, the sound of stone grinding against stone as she lifted what his full strength had shifted by a finger's width. Gorgon strength. The curse that had made her a monster had also made her something that could press marble overhead while standing waist-deep in a god's fury.

	"Move."

	He dragged his shattered leg through the gap, grinding his teeth against the white-hot protest of the venom-swollen tissue, and the slab crashed back with a concussion that sent spray across his face.

	Her hands found his shoulders. She hauled him upright, and his full weight, armor, sword, the dead drag of his ruined leg, swung against her frame like a sack of grain. She staggered. Held. Her hip pressed against his side, her arm across his back, and they were moving.

	"Left." She kept close. "Stay close."

	They stumbled through rising water that clutched at their legs. She navigated by instinct, steering him around debris and fallen columns he sensed too late to dodge, her body bracing his at every uneven step. The water reached his waist, then his chest, then fell back to his waist as the floor rose. They were climbing, moving through the inner architecture of the temple toward something deeper and higher.

	His leg was a fire below the knee. The venom worked outward from the bite in pulses he could count, each one dimming the pain beneath a numbness that felt worse than the pain itself. He lost the leg by degrees. He could feel it dying, nerve by nerve, the way a lamp died when the oil ran out.

	The way narrowed. The air changed, warmer, staler, carrying the dust of a space that rarely opened. Her hand left his shoulder to reach for something. Metal scraped stone. A mechanism engaged.

	Then they were through.

	She released him and he collapsed against the wall, sliding to the floor, his back against stone that felt dry and cold and blessedly solid. His leg throbbed. His lungs burned. He coughed water that tasted of salt and blood and the bitter tang of venom. He could feel it working through him, patient and precise, and some part of his training catalogued the progression the way it catalogued all threats: dispassionately, with the understanding that this one would win.

	Something heavy swung shut behind them. Metal struck metal, massive by the sound, hinges protesting with the voice of rust and decades. A beam thudded into place.

	The ocean's roar cut to a muffle.

	The silence was sudden and absolute and enormous. His heartbeat filled it, too fast, too loud.

	Her breathing came ragged from somewhere to his left. Fast, shallow, the gasps of someone who had pushed past the limit of what muscle could bear.

	The water seeped beneath the doors. He could hear it, a thin trickle that spread across the stone floor and found the low places, but the doors held.

	Her breathing slowed in the silence that stretched between them, each exhale a little longer, a little more controlled. He could track her pulse, still elevated, still carrying the sharp scent of adrenaline, but steadying.

	"The inner sanctum holds eight hours of air," she stated. "The storm will pass before then."

	She had answered the question he had not asked. Eight hours. They would live that long, at least. But the question she had not answered was the one that pressed against his ribs: why. She could have left him under the stone. She could have let the sea finish what Zeus had started. Instead she had lifted a marble slab in rising water and dragged him to shelter.

	"You are poisoned," she added. "Rock-viper. The venom works slowly, but it works."

	He could feel it, the cold spreading up his calf, the numbness replacing pain in a progression that mapped the venom's advance as precisely as a tide chart. His hands shook. He pressed them flat against the stone floor to still them.

	Sent to kill a Gorgon. Killed by a different kind of snake.

	It had the shape of something the gods would find amusing.

	He pressed his head back against the wall. His leg had gone from fire to nothing somewhere during the escape, the venom finishing what the marble had started. He could not feel anything below the knee. "My leg is dead. Soon I will be too."

	"I can slow the poison," she offered. "I have herbs. In the lower chambers."

	He tried to rise. His arms braced, his shoulders lifted, and his leg buckled before it took any weight at all, dropping him back against the stone with a grunt he could not keep behind his teeth.

	"I will carry you." Her words held no question.

	The bronze doors shuddered as another wave struck. The hinges held. The locking bar held. Inside, the air was warm and close and smelled of old dust and the distant ghost of incense, of a temple that had once served gods who answered prayers.

	Tyresius sat in the darkness and listened to the heartbeat of the woman who had saved his life, and tried to reconcile it with the briefing that had called her a beast.

	The heartbeat was steady now. Slow. Tired.

	It sounded nothing like a monster.

	 


Chapter Eight: The Descent

	 

	Medusa shifted her grip on the Justicar's torso and dragged him another pace down the passage, her bare feet finding the worn groove in the stone where water had carved a path over centuries. His head lolled against her collarbone. His breath came in shallow, wet pulls that she could feel against her neck, warm, erratic, thinning.

	The snakes pressed flat against her scalp, tasting the air. Venom-sick. Fever-hot. Dying.

	She already knew.

	The passage to the lower chambers smelled of salt and wet stone and the deep mineral cold of places that never saw fire. She had carried heavier things down these steps: stone corpses to their resting places, marble rubble after storms, the body of a young hero who had wandered into the wrong garden and died with an expression she still saw when she closed her eyes. The dead were easier. The dead held still.

	The Justicar groaned. His hand found her arm and gripped, then released, the fingers spasming with fever.

	"Left," she murmured. More to herself than to him. "Then down. The third step is cracked."

	She eased around the broken stone, adjusting her hold. His armor scraped against the wall, bronze on limestone, a shriek that echoed through the passage and made the snakes flinch. She should have stripped it first. She had done it a hundred times with the dead, working buckles with practiced fingers, cataloguing what could be reused. But removing armor from a man who still breathed felt different in a way she chose not to examine.

	The lower chamber opened around her. She felt it before she reached it, the air widening, the echo changing, the temperature dropping as the ceiling rose. Columns here, ancient, their surfaces slick with moisture that seeped through from the sea. She guided herself between them by touch, one hand on the Justicar's chest and the other trailing along stone she had memorized decades ago.

	The alcove sat where she had left it. The blankets, stolen from a merchant ship that had broken on her rocks, smelled of must and salt and the faint ghost of wool. The small hearth still held ash from the last fire she had built down here. Years ago, during the last siege, when three heroes had come at once and the upper halls had been too dangerous for sleep.

	She lowered him onto the blankets. His weight left her arms and the relief hit immediate, sharp, her muscles trembling with the sudden absence of burden. She rolled her shoulders. Her spine cracked.

	She found the wound on his leg by touch, the fabric of his chiton stiff with blood, the skin around the puncture hot and tight. Two marks, close together. Rock-viper. The island's own, born from the curse that bled into the soil, their venom a distillation of the same poison that ran in her left vein.

	She knew what that venom did. She had watched it work.

	The snakes stirred, stretching toward the unconscious man. Their tongues flickered across his face, his throat, the pulse point at his wrist. Fading.

	"He is dangerous," she told them. Her voice sounded strange in the underground, too loud, too present, the voice of a woman who had gone days without speaking and now found herself addressing an audience of serpents and a dying stranger. "Even like this."

	Her hands remained steady as she built a fire. They had been steady through worse, through the first hero, through the twentieth, through the boy who had begged. Exile had given her that, if nothing else.

	The tinder caught. Warmth bloomed into the alcove, pressing back the damp cold of the stone, and in its warmth the Justicar's face resolved into detail she wished she could ignore. The white linen strips across his eyes were soaked with sweat. His jaw clenched even in unconsciousness, the muscles working as the venom tightened through his body. Scars mapped the skin above his collar, old ones, layered, the kind that came from years of being sent against things with teeth and claws and fire.

	She knew the look. She wore a version of it herself.

	You could leave him.

	The thought arrived the way all her worst thoughts arrived, quiet, practical, reasonable. She could climb back up the passage. She could seal the entrance with the stone slab she kept for that purpose. The venom would finish what the storm had started, and by morning there would be one more body on Sarpedon, one more offering to the collection she had never asked to build.

	It would be easier.

	The snakes coiled tight against her scalp, agitated, and she reached up to touch the pale one. It wound around her finger, squeezing once, the way it always did when she considered letting go.

	She pulled her hand back and went to the spring.

	The water ran cold enough to ache. She filled the clay bowl she kept beside the basin, one of three she had made herself, fired badly, cracked along the rim but still holding, and carried it back to the alcove.

	She cleaned the wound. The blood came away in dark streaks, and beneath it the puncture looked ugly, swollen, threaded with the gray discoloration that meant the venom had reached the deeper tissue. She packed it with crushed yarrow and wild garlic, what she had, what grew in the crevices of the ruin, what she had learned to use in the long centuries when no physician would touch her and no god would answer.

	She bathed his face, moving the cloth across his forehead, his temples, the hard line of his jaw where the muscle still clenched and released in waves. His skin burned furnace-hot. The fever had settled into him the way fire settled into wood, deep, consuming, working its way toward the center.

	The night thinned.

	She changed the dressing, then fed the fire. She poured water between his lips when his breathing turned ragged, tilting his head so he would swallow rather than choke. The motions were mechanical, the same motions she used on the goats when they fell sick, the same patience, the same grim attention to a body that tried to die while she insisted otherwise.

	She had done this before.

	Fifty years ago, a young man named Draco had washed up on her beach with a spear wound and a fever. She had carried him to this same alcove, built this same fire, cleaned the wound with this same stubborn refusal to let death have what it wanted. She had sat with him for three days. On the fourth day he opened his eyes, saw her face, and the stone took him before his mouth finished forming the scream.

	She had carried his statue to the garden herself. Set him beside the merchant and the goat. Let the lichen grow.

	Her hands kept working. Cloth, water, yarrow. Cloth, water, yarrow.

	He woke once.

	His hand shot out, fast, shockingly fast for a man soaked in venom, and closed around her wrist with a force that locked bone against bone. The hold of someone trained to fight even while dying.

	"Who —" A rasp. Barely a voice.

	"Medusa." She held still. His fingers burned hot against her skin, the bones of his hand pressing into the bones of hers. "You are on my island. You are poisoned. Let go of my arm."

	His grip tightened. Then, by degrees, released.

	"Water."

	She brought the cup to his mouth. He drank, too fast, spilling, water running down his chin and soaking into the blankets. When the cup was empty his head fell back and his chest heaved.

	"You should let me die." His voice came gravel and distance. "If I live, they will send me again. Or someone worse."

	"I know."

	"Then why?"

	She wrung out the cloth and laid it across his forehead. The action came easier than the answer.

	"Because I am tired of carrying the dead."

	He fell silent long enough that she thought the fever had pulled him under again. Then, so quiet she almost missed it beneath the crackle of the fire:

	"Thank you."

	His breathing deepened, slowed, and the tension in his jaw released by degrees until the fever pulled him under and held him there. She sat beside him, her back against the stone wall, and listened to his breathing steady by slow degrees until it found a rhythm she could trust.

	The fire burned down to embers. The cold crept back. Her legs stiffened, her spine ached where the wall pressed into it, and the snakes settled into the loose coil that meant they had decided, for now, for the moment, for reasons they could not articulate and she could not explain, that the man on the blankets was something to be guarded rather than feared.

	Medusa pulled her knees to her chest and waited for morning.

	 


Chapter Nine: The Binding

	 

	Tyresius woke to the sound of grinding.

	Stone against stone, a rhythmic, circular rasp that he knew from a dozen field camps and a hundred mornings before battle. Someone worked a pestle in a mortar. The sound came with a scent that cut through the fog of fever: sharp, herbal, medicinal. Yarrow. Wild garlic. Something else, something bitter that he could not place.

	His body reported in pieces. The left leg: a deep, swollen heat that pulsed in time with his heart, the venom's work registering as a spreading numbness that had climbed past the ankle and settled into the calf. The shoulder: a deep, hot tenderness the size of a fist, stiff but functional. The ribs: tender on the right side, cracked perhaps, complaining when he breathed. The throat: raw, stripped by salt water and coughing.

	He tried to move his hands and met resistance.

	His wrists were bound behind his back. Not rope. He knew rope by the twist and fiber. This felt smooth, braided, unyielding. Leather cord, well-cured, tied in knots that tightened when he flexed. His ankles were bound the same way. Someone who understood restraint had done this, not cruelly, but with the practical efficiency of a woman accustomed to securing things that might thrash.

	The grinding continued. Close, six paces to his left, if the echo told true.

	He took inventory of the space. Small. Stone walls that returned his breathing too quickly. Low ceiling, the air had the compressed quality of a room carved into rock rather than built above it. Cold, damp, carrying the stale breath of a chamber that rarely opened. Beneath the yarrow and garlic, the deeper smells: mineral dust, old wool, the faint residue of fires long dead.

	The catacomb. She had brought him underground.

	"The knots are lark's-head." His voice came out as gravel. "Doubled. Finished with a half-hitch. You tie knots the way a sailor ties them."

	The grinding stopped.

	"You are awake." Her voice landed flat, carrying nothing he could read. She kept it careful, the way someone kept a blade careful, the edge turned inward.

	"I am assessing."

	"Assess quieter. You have been talking in your fever for the better part of a day, and the sound carries."

	She resumed grinding. The pestle scraped the mortar in steady circles, and beneath it he caught the smaller sounds, the brush of fabric against stone as she shifted, the clink of clay vessels being moved, the faint hiss of the snakes at her temples. The snakes at her temples sounded subdued, and he could hear them tasting the air in slow, lazy intervals rather than the agitated flickering he had tracked in the Megaron.

	"My sword." He kept his voice level.

	"In the sea. The wave took it."

	"My bow."

	"Broken. The ash split when the column fell."

	"My quiver."

	A pause. The grinding slowed.

	"I kept the arrows." A half-pause. "The fletching is owl feather. I can use owl feather."

	"You could have left me in the water."

	"You have said that. Twice, during the fever. The answer has not changed."

	"And what is the answer?"

	The grinding stopped again. He heard her stand, the creak of joints, the scrape of bare feet on stone. She knelt beside him. The scent of lavender and crushed herbs sharpened. Her hands found his wounded leg, and he flinched before he could stop himself.

	"Hold still." Her fingers probed the swelling above his ankle. She pressed the poultice against the bite. The paste hit cold and stung like salt in a cut, and then a spreading numbness that felt different from the venom's numbness, controlled, deliberate, medicinal.

	"You were a healer," he observed. "Before."

	Her hands stopped moving.

	"Who told you that?"

	"The archives of the Citadel. I read your file before I accepted the Sanction. Priestess of —"

	"Do not speak that name in my house."

	He held still. Her breathing had changed, faster, shallower, carrying a copper edge that he had learned to associate with old pain rather than fresh fear. The snakes hissed, a low crescendo that built and faded like a wave against rock.

	"Very well." He let the word settle. "You were a priestess. You tended the sick. You healed."

	"I was many things." She wrapped the poultice with a strip of linen, her fingers quick and certain, binding the wound with the same sailor's efficiency she had used on his wrists. "Now I am the thing that keeps you alive. Hold still, the bone needs setting."

	She set the bone without warning.

	Pain flared from his shin, white and hot, radiating outward through the knee, the hip, climbing his spine in a wave that broke against the back of his skull and washed everything else away. Sound, scent, the careful architecture of his awareness, gone. There was only the leg, and the fire in it, and the iron taste of blood where he bit through the inside of his cheek to keep the scream behind his teeth.

	His spine bowed against the stone. His bound hands clenched until his nails carved crescents into his palms. He held the silence the way he held a bowstring, with everything he had, shaking, refusing to let go.

	Then it was done.

	She splinted the leg with what felt like driftwood, smooth, salt-cured, lashed tight with more leather cord. Her hands were steady throughout. His were shaking.

	"Drink."

	A cup pressed against his lips. Stone, rough-hewn, worn smooth at the rim. The smell of fresh water, clean, sweet, carrying the mineral taste of an underground spring. His body demanded it. His training demanded something else.

	"If I drink from your hand," he murmured, "do I invoke Xenia?"

	The cup held motionless against his mouth.

	Xenia. Guest-Right. The oldest law — older than the Olympians, older than the Titans, woven into the fabric of the world itself. If a host offered sustenance and a guest accepted, neither could harm the other. The bond was sacred, unbreakable, enforced by the Furies themselves.

	If she gave him water and he drank it, she could not kill him. And he could not kill her.

	The Sanction would be void.

	She fell silent for a long time. He could hear her pulse, elevated, the rhythm of someone working through a question that had caught her off guard. The snakes tasted the air between them, their tongues flickering in quick, agitated strokes.

	"You broke into my home." Her voice came rough, stripped bare. "You came to execute me. And now you ask for the protection of the very law you came to violate."

	"I ask whether you are offering it."

	"I am offering water to a man who will die without it. If the gods choose to make that binding, then the gods will answer for it."

	She tilted the cup. Water spilled across his lips, cold and sweet, and his body seized it, throat working, swallowing in greedy pulls that sent it splashing down his chin and into the hollow of his neck. He drank until the cup was empty. Until the rawness in his throat eased. Until the fever's heat retreated, if only by a degree.

	She pulled the cup back.

	"There are two skins of fresh water." She moved across the chamber, clay vessels clinking. "The spring is accessible, but the passage is flooded until the storm recedes. I have yarrow, garlic, and willow bark. They will slow the venom. They will not cure it."

	"What cures it?"

	Another pause. Longer.

	"Nothing you would accept."

	He filed that. Something in the way she said it, the careful blankness, the deliberate withholding, told him the answer mattered more than the question.

	"How long?" he asked.

	"The storm, perhaps a day. The venom —" She stood. He tracked her movement across the room, back to the mortar and pestle, back to the work. The grinding resumed. "Three days. Perhaps four. If the fever breaks."

	"And if it does not?"

	The pestle scraped the stone.

	"Then I will carry another body to the garden." The pestle resumed. "And the collection will grow by one."

	He pressed his head against the wall. The stone felt cold and honest, the only simple thing in a room full of complications. His leg throbbed. The poultice stung. Somewhere above them, Poseidon's storm hammered the island, and somewhere beyond that, the gods who had sent him here were already writing the report of his failure.

	And six paces away, the woman he had been sent to kill ground herbs to keep him alive, and the sound of the pestle in the mortar was steady, and patient, and tired.

	He listened to it until the fever pulled him under again.

	 


Chapter Ten: The Fever

	 

	Tyresius could hear the dead.

	They spoke in the voice of the drip, the slow, metronome tap of water falling from the ceiling onto stone somewhere to his left. Each drop carried a name. Hektor. Drop. Melanthe. Drop. The boy from Thessaly whose name he had never learned. Drop. Drop. Drop. The rhythm felt patient and precise and accusatory, and when he tried to stop listening, the names grew louder, riding the echo the way voices rode wind through mountain passes.

	The fever had him. He understood this the way a man pinned under rubble understood the weight, not as an idea but as a physical fact, pressing him into the blankets, filling his skull with a heat that pulsed in time with the venom working its way through his blood. His leg had become a territory he no longer governed. The pain had crossed some threshold during the night and settled into a deep, grinding presence that he could track by the way it distorted everything else: sound reaching him through the haze as if from a great distance, scent muffled, the stone beneath him alternating between furnace-hot and ice-cold in waves that mapped the fever's tidal rhythm.

	He remained bound. Leather cord at the wrists, tied behind his back. His fingers had gone numb hours ago.

	Hektor.

	The fever had him again. It was pulling his life out in pieces, laying it before him like evidence at a trial. The name surfaced, and this time it brought a voice. Low, steady, the voice of a man who had known he was going to die and had decided to be calm about it.

	"The law is a wall," Hektor had said, kneeling before the executioner's block. "And you are the mason who builds it. But what happens, Justicar, when the wall falls on the wrong man?"

	Tyresius had answered with the blade. The sound it made — the particular, heavy whisper of Styx-quenched bronze passing through the space between vertebrae — had stayed with him longer than the trial, longer than the arguments, longer than the evidence that had proven, beyond any reasonable question, that Hektor's commanding officer had been selling children to slavers and that Hektor had done what the law should have done and could not.

	Murder was murder. The Law did not weigh motivation. The Law weighed action.

	He had believed that, once. He was having difficulty remembering why.

	"You are talking again."

	Her voice cut through the fever's fog, cool, present, carrying the grit of someone who had been awake too long. She sat close. Working. He could hear the scrape of a blade against wood, a long, slow draw, followed by the lighter sound of shavings curling and falling. The rhythm held steady. She had been at this for a while.

	"Hektor," he said. Or thought he said. The fever made it difficult to distinguish between the spoken and the imagined.

	"You have said that name four times." The blade paused. Drew again. "Who was he?"

	"A man I killed."

	"You have killed many men."

	"This one deserved to live."

	The whittling stopped. The silence had a texture, watchful, careful, the quality of someone leaning closer without moving.

	"What did he do?" she asked.

	"He killed a man who was selling children."

	The blade resumed. Slower now. Longer strokes.

	"And the law demanded his death for this."

	He gave a solemn nod. "The law demanded his death."

	"Then the law is wrong."

	He shrugged his aching shoulders. "The law is the law."

	She made a sound — not a laugh, not a breath. Something between the two, carrying the weight of centuries of being on the wrong end of exactly this argument.

	"Drink."

	The cup pressed against his lips. He drank. The water ran cold and tasted of stone and the faint, sweet undertone of willow bark. She had been steeping the bark in the water, medicinal, practical, the kind of quiet competence that asked no permission and expected no thanks.

	"The rot has worsened." She set the cup down. Her hands found his leg, and even through the numbness he flinched at the contact. Her fingers were cool, steady, probing the flesh above the splint with a precision that mapped the damage by touch. "The poultice slowed it. It did not stop it."

	"How bad?"

	"The skin is hot past the knee. The swelling has spread." A pause. "I need to clean the wound again. Open it. Drain what has gathered."

	He understood what that meant. The last cleaning was still imprinted on his body, a record of pain that his muscles flinched from before his mind could intervene.

	"Do it."

	"I need you still. Truly still. If you thrash, the bone shifts, and I set it again."

	"I will be still."

	"You were not still last time."

	He clenched his jaw. She was right. The fever had stripped his control to its fraying edges, and the edges were coming apart. Twenty years of Citadel discipline, of holding position while monsters scored his flesh, of breathing through pain the way other men breathed through prayer, and a rock-viper's venom unraveled it all.

	He felt her shift. Bare feet on stone, the displacement of air as she moved to his side. Then pressure, not hands. Something heavier, more distributed. She whistled, a low, two-note sound, barely audible. He heard them before he felt them: the dry rasp of scales on stone, approaching from different directions, converging. Island snakes. Her creatures. They slid across his chest and shoulders, settling their weight against him, a dozen small, warm bodies pressing him into the blankets with the firm patience of a hand resting on a restless child.

	"They will hold you." Her voice carried a gentleness the words did not. "They are gentler than rope."

	"They are snakes."

	"They are mine." He felt the faint rasp of a second body settling across his collarbone, heavier, cooler than the others.

	"Was the other one yours?"

	"Be still."

	She opened the wound.

	He knew because the pain told him: a bright, specific point of contact where her blade met infected flesh, followed by the wet heat of fluid draining. The smell hit him next: sour and rot, the unmistakable signature of tissue losing its war with venom. She worked quickly. He could track her movements by the shifts in pressure and the small, efficient sounds: the tear of linen, the slosh of liquid, the sharp herbal bite of whatever she poured into the opening.

	His body fought. His spine arched. The snakes pressed him down, firm, patient, refusing to yield when his muscles screamed at them. He bit the inside of his cheek until the iron taste of blood filled his mouth and used it as an anchor, a fixed point of controlled pain to set against the uncontrolled pain radiating from his leg.

	She packed the wound. Bound it. The pressure eased.

	She whistled again, and the weight loosened. The snakes withdrew across his chest, their bodies uncoiling and sliding away with a dry whisper that faded into the general silence of the chamber.

	He lay there, breathing. The air tasted of yarrow and blood and the particular exhaustion that followed violence done in the name of healing.

	"Your bandage." Her voice had changed, softer, stripped of the professional flatness. "The cloth over your eyes. It needs changing. The oil has dried."

	He stilled. "You know what it is."

	"Moly. Black root, white flower. Hermes's gift to wayfarers." The blade resumed. She whittled again, her hands busy while her voice carried the weight. "It is also a poison. Applied to the eyes over years, it scars the tissue. Burns through what remains."

	"You know your herbs."

	"I do." The blade stilled. Her fingers found the edge of the linen, tracing the damage beneath. "How many applications?"

	He said nothing.

	"More than fifty," she answered for him. "Closer to a hundred. The damage is —" She stopped. The whittling stopped. "You are destroying your own eyes. Willingly. Mission after mission."

	"It is what the work requires."

	"It is what they require. There is a difference."

	They fell into silence. The drip continued its patient count. Drop. Drop. Drop.

	"The crutch is nearly finished." The change of subject had the texture of mercy, deliberate, offered without acknowledgment. The blade resumed. "Driftwood. It will hold your weight if you favor the good leg."

	"You are building me a crutch."

	"I am building a crutch. Whether you use it is your concern."

	He pressed his head back against the blankets. The fever had retreated to a low, persistent heat, still present, still dangerous, but no longer the consuming fire of the night before. Her herbs were working. Her hands had worked. The snakes had held him down while she cut into him, and now she carved him a way to stand.

	"Why?" he asked.

	The blade drew a long, slow stroke.

	"Because a man who cannot stand cannot leave." She paused. "And I would very much like you to leave."

	"I cannot leave. The Sanction —"

	"Is the reason you are here. I know." Another stroke. The shavings fell with a sound like dry leaves. "But you called for your mother in the fever, Tyresius. You apologized to a dead man named Hektor. You talked about walls falling on the wrong people." The blade paused. "The man who holds the Sanction and the man who speaks in his sleep are not the same man. I am building the crutch for the second one."

	He had no answer for that.

	She carved. He listened. The sound filled the chamber, steady, rhythmic, the sound of someone making something useful out of what the sea had thrown away.

	After a long time, he offered: "The commanding officer. The one Hektor killed. He had been selling children to slavers for six years. The evidence was in the archives. Anyone could have read it. Anyone could have acted."

	"But no one did."

	"No one did. Because the law protected him. Because rank protected him. Because the system that was supposed to prevent exactly this kind of corruption was the system that enabled it."

	The blade stopped.

	"And Hektor?"

	"Hektor cut his throat in his tent. At night. Without authorization, without trial, without the sanction of any authority. Murder."

	"Justice." The word landed quietly. A counterweight.

	"Murder," he repeated. But the word had no weight. It fell from his mouth like a stone dropped into deep water, sinking without sound.

	The blade resumed.

	"Sleep." The blade stilled. "The fever will return before dawn. You will need your strength."

	He closed his eyes behind the blindfold, a meaningless gesture, the habit of a body that still remembered what darkness meant before darkness became permanent. The sound of the whittling followed him down into sleep, steady as a heartbeat, patient as stone.

	The last thing he noticed was the faint, dry pressure of a single snake settling against the hollow of his throat, warm, light, tasting his pulse with a tongue that flickered once and went still.

	Guarding, or assessing. He was too tired to determine which.

	 


Chapter Eleven: The Active Interrogation

	 

	The pestle caught a knot of dried root and Medusa bore down with the heel of her hand, grinding until the yarrow split and released its sharp, bitter scent into the close air of the storage chamber.

	She heard the scraping behind her before she registered what it meant, the drag of elbows on stone, the wet rasp of a splinted leg trailing across the floor. Tyresius moved again.

	"Be still." She kept her back to him.

	The scraping continued. The thin, controlled breathing of a man who had decided that pain was a negotiation he could win. He had pulled himself off the pallet of rolled tapestries she had made for him, ten years of firelight weaving, offered to a man who repaid the kindness by bleeding on it, and dragged himself along the far wall.

	"Tyresius. Be still."

	He ignored her. She could hear his fingers searching the crevices between storage jars, probing the shelves, mapping the room the way he mapped everything: by touch, by patience, by the relentless logic of a man who treated every space as a problem to be solved.

	She had told him the sword was in the sea. He had believed her, or said he had. But belief and trust were different currencies, and a Justicar who had been sent to kill a monster could be forgiven for doubting the monster's inventory of his armaments. The dagger she had moved two hours ago, sliding it behind the olive oil amphorae on the highest shelf. He would not find it. A man with a shattered leg and bound wrists could not reach that high, and she was not fool enough to leave bronze within crawling distance of the one person on this island who knew how to use it.

	The pestle scraped. The root crumbled. The scraping behind her did not stop.

	"You will open the wound." The pestle struck the mortar's rim. "And I have used the last of the clean linen."

	He pulled himself another half-length across the floor. The wet sound that followed told her the poultice had shifted. Fresh blood on old stone, the iron smell of it reaching the snakes before it reached her.

	"The fall." He forced the words between his teeth. "If Athena learns I failed, she will send another."

	"No one comes in storm season. Poseidon has sealed the island as thoroughly as I sealed this door."

	She was not sure why he watched over her, the god of the sea. Not after what had happened. But the storms came every year without fail, and the waters around Sarpedon turned to walls, and no ship that sailed against them survived the crossing.

	Tyresius stopped crawling. His breath came in harsh, shallow pulls. She could see the sweat on the back of his neck, the tremor in his forearms where the muscle had been burning for longer than the muscle could bear. His tunic was soaked through. The blindfold was dark with moisture.

	He had been awake for less than an hour and he already tried to arm himself. Even here. Even dying. The instinct ran deeper than the fever, deeper than the venom, deeper than whatever part of him had whispered thank you in the dark and called for his mother in his sleep.

	"So tell me, Justicar. Who is the monster here? The woman grinding medicine, or the man crawling toward a knife?"

	She could hear his pulse, too fast, skipping with fever, the rhythm of a body at war with itself. The snakes tasted the air above his head, reading the chemical shift that accompanied thought in a man whose emotions ran close beneath the skin even when his face gave nothing away.

	Then he turned his head toward her voice.

	"The definition of a monster" — the rasp returned but the steadiness held, the voice of a man who had found argument when everything else had failed — "is a being that acts outside the Natural Order. That is the charge on your Sanction. That is what Athena told the Throne."

	He pushed himself upright against the wall. The effort cost him. She watched the blood leave his face, watched the jaw clench against whatever the movement did to his leg.

	"She called you a Chrysalis. Said you were preserving souls in stone. Building a reservoir. An army-in-waiting."

	Medusa's hands stilled on the pestle.

	She had heard the arguments before. Every hero who bothered to justify himself before charging had some version of this speech, some noble framing that made the kill feel like mercy. But the others had been reciting. Performing. This one sounded like he was working through a problem, turning it in his hands the way she turned a piece of stone, looking for the seam.

	"And you believed her." She kept her voice level.

	He did not answer. Not directly. Instead, his head tilted, the way it did when he was listening to something she could not hear.

	"Then I would ask why you speak to the statues."

	The pestle slipped. She caught it against the rim of the mortar.

	"The bone-bird," he continued. His voice came quieter now, the argument giving way to something she had not expected: confusion. "My construct. I sent it into the Megaron before the storm. When it returned, it carried traces: scent, sound, the impressions it gathers and holds in the bronze threading. I could smell what it had encountered. Stone and lavender and old incense. And something else." He paused. "Grief. The particular scent of a person who has been mourning for so long the grief has become ambient. Baked into the walls."

	He shifted against the wall, wincing.

	"The construct's record told me you arranged the statues. That you spoke to them. That you placed something small on one of them, something light, recently turned. A bird, by the shape of the scent. You tend them. You speak to them. You treat them as if they are still present."

	"Because they are my company." The words came out harder than she intended, scraped raw against something she kept buried. "Because I am alone, Tyresius. I talk to them because no one else speaks to me without a sword in their hand."

	The echo of her voice bounced off the low ceiling and came back to her sounding like someone she barely recognized, not the resigned gardener, not the tired exile, but the young woman who had once kept the temple accounts and sung hymns at dawn and believed that devotion meant protection.

	She picked up the pestle. Ground the yarrow. Let the rhythm settle her.

	"If the Chrysalis is a lie," Tyresius said quietly, "then the question is not what you are. The question is why Athena needed Zeus to believe it."

	"An army." She was still on the word, turning it like something foul she had found in her garden. "An army of a goat, a poet, and forty-seven men who came to cut off my head." The pestle struck the mortar's rim. "I have no army. I am a woman with a garden full of statues I cannot undo and a man I cannot seem to let die. Athena lied to you."

	"Gods do not lie."

	"Then gods are mistaken. Or gods are afraid." She poured the ground yarrow into a cup of watered wine, the last of it, thin and sour, but the poppy she had mixed in would do its work regardless. "You came here with a scroll that told you I was a beast. A hoarder of souls. A Chrysalis building toward some great and terrible awakening. And what did you find?"

	She crossed the room and held the cup where he could smell it.

	"Figs drying on a rack. A loom with a half-finished cloth. Oil jars and herb bundles and a woman who talks to the dead because the living will not talk to her."

	She pressed the cup into his hand.

	"Drink. The poppy will ease the pain, and the wine will help you sleep. And when you wake, you can decide whether the scroll was right or whether the scroll was a lie told by a goddess who has had centuries to make sure no one ever asks the woman herself."

	Tyresius tilted his head toward her, staring at her with unseeing eyes.

	She did not know what she had said that struck him. But something had.

	His hands trembled around the cup, the fine tremor of fever and exhaustion, not fear. She could read the war in him: the Justicar who had been trained to refuse, and the man beneath the training who was tired enough to accept.

	He drank the bitter wine, draining the cup in slow, measured pulls, then handed it back to her. "You are not what the scroll described."

	"I am exactly what centuries of exile has made me." She turned and returned to the basin to rinse the cup. The water ran cold. Her hands held steady. "Whether that matches the scroll is a question for the one who wrote it."

	She returned to the mortar. The pestle found its groove. The rhythm resumed: scrape, grind, scrape, the sound of a woman who had work to do and intended to do it whether or not the world made sense.

	Behind her, Tyresius slid down the wall and let his head fall back against the stone.

	He did not crawl toward the shelf again.

	 


Chapter Twelve: The Temple Floor

	 

	Medusa changed the dressing on Tyresius's leg — unwinding the linen strip by strip, her fingers reading the wound's progress by temperature and texture — when the sound of the water changed. The storm had been hammering the island for two days, a muffled percussion that she had learned to ignore the way she ignored the wind and the drip and the hundred other sounds that made up the architecture of exile. But something in the rhythm shifted. The waves stopped striking the cliffs and began pushing into them — a deep, hydraulic pressure that she could feel through the stone floor, through her knees, through the bones of her hands where they rested on his shin.

	The sea reached for the temple.

	The same way it had reached for her, once. In a different temple. In a different life.

	The snakes went rigid against her scalp. Every one of them pointing toward the sound, their bodies vibrating with recognition of a frequency they had been born from.

	Her hands stilled on the linen.

	The memory arrived as sensation: cold marble against her spine, the pressure of something vast filling a room that had been safe a moment before, the smell of the deep ocean in a place where the deep ocean had no right to be. Her body remembered before her mind consented to, and by the time she understood what was happening, she was already there.

	Cold marble. White, pristine, swept clean that morning by her own hands.

	The smell of salt from the deep places, not harbor brine, not fishing nets. The cold salt of trenches where nothing swam by choice.

	A door she could not reach. An alcove she had never noticed was so small, six paces across, walled on three sides.

	Running. The floor slicked beneath her bare feet. Her knee striking stone hard enough to split the skin.

	Her hands flat on the marble. The words of a prayer she had been taught since she was twelve, that devotion meant protection, that the goddess heard, that sanctuary was more than a word carved above a door.

	Nothing answered.

	The memory pressed deeper and she wrenched herself back from it the way she would wrench her hand from a flame — too late, already burned, the damage done in the instant before reflex caught up to contact. Her body shuddered. The snakes thrashed against her scalp and she tasted bile and iron and the phantom cold of marble against her back and she could not breathe, could not think, could not do anything except kneel on the floor of a catacomb centuries and a thousand leagues from the temple where she had learned what prayer was worth.

	Her hands clenched in the linen dressing. Her knuckles ached. The wound beneath her fingers felt warm and alive and present and she held onto that, the realness of it, the animal heat of his skin, until the memory loosened its grip and released her back into the dark.

	"Medusa."

	His voice. From the pallet. Low, careful.

	"The sea." Her voice came out a stranger's voice, scraped hollow. "The sound of the sea in the stone. It —"

	She could not finish.

	The silence held. She could hear his pulse across the small space, elevated, steady, the rhythm of a man who waited without knowing what he waited for.

	"She blamed me." The words escaped through a crack she had sealed centuries ago and that the sea had pried open. She had not meant to speak. She spoke. "He came into the temple and she punished me for it. She called it protection."

	She heard his breathing change.

	"I was on her floor." Her voice broke. "I prayed to her, and she made me into this."

	He said nothing for a long time. She could hear him processing, not the way a Justicar processed evidence, weighed and catalogued and filed. This moved slower. The sound of a man reassembling something he thought he understood and finding it built on a lie.

	After a long time, she felt him shift. The careful redistribution of weight as he pushed himself upright. The hiss of pain through his teeth as his splinted leg took the movement. And then — slowly, deliberately, with the precision of a man who understood that what he was about to do could not be undone — he moved across the pallet until his shoulder pressed against hers.

	He did not take her hand. He did not speak. He sat beside her in the dark, his warmth against her cold, his shoulder solid and present against the place where her arm met her body.

	The snakes tasted the air around him. One by one, they loosened, releasing the rigid tension of the memory, settling against her scalp in slow, exhausted coils.

	The sea hammered the cliffs.

	They sat until the sound meant nothing more than weather.

	 


Chapter Thirteen: The Spy

	 

	Tyresius could feel his leg dying. The numbness climbed past his knee now, a cold tide that the poultices slowed but could not stop. He shifted against the pallet and the movement sent a bolt of white pain through his hip that made his jaw lock and his vision — what remained of it — blur to nothing.

	Medusa checked the splint without comment, but her fingers lingered on the swollen skin above the binding. Reading the damage. He did not need to see her face to know what she found there. The heat of infection. The smell of a wound turning.

	She left a cup of willow-bark water within reach and climbed the passage without a word. Her footsteps faded. The chamber fell quiet.

	Then the air changed.

	Tyresius registered it first in his teeth, a bright, metallic ache that ran through his jaw and settled behind his eyes, the same frequency he had felt in the Throne Room of Olympus when Zeus shifted his weight and the atmosphere rearranged itself around a god's displeasure. Then the pressure dropped. His ears filled. Everything vanished beneath something sharp and high and clean.

	Lightning. The upper air. The sharp, burnt-metal scent of divine passage.

	He knew that scent the way a soldier knew the scent of the field before battle. Someone had crossed the boundary between Olympus and the mortal world, and the crossing had torn the air open and stitched it shut in the same breath.

	"You can stop holding your breath, Justice." The voice arrived from everywhere and settled nowhere — thin, amused, carrying the harmonic layering of a being whose mouth moved faster than the sound it made. "I can hear your pulse from here. It sounds like a rabbit in a snare."

	"Hermes."

	"The one and only. Well — the one, at least. 'Only' suggests a lack of imagination."

	The Herald of the Gods. The Thief of Olympus. The god who delivered blessings and death warrants with equal speed and took a commission on both. Tyresius had worked with him for twenty years and still could not predict whether any given visit would end in a gift or a knife.

	He kept his voice low. "Medusa is in the upper passage. Checking the cisterns. If she hears.”

	"She will hear what I allow her to hear. Sound is a message. Messages are my domain." The air displaced to Tyresius's left, the faintest shift of pressure, the whisper of winged sandals settling onto stone. Hermes had materialized close enough for Tyresius to catch the secondary scents beneath the lightning: olive oil, expensive and pressed from sacred groves; the mineral dust of the high roads between realms; and beneath it all, the faint, sweet corruption of ambrosia, which clung to every being that spent time in the Throne Room.

	"You look terrible," Hermes observed.

	"I am poisoned, fever-ridden, and imprisoned in a cave beneath a ruined temple. Your observation is noted."

	"Noted and filed. Speaking of which." Something cold pressed into Tyresius's palm. A vial. Small, heavy, the glass carrying the particular chill of nectar stored in divine vessels. "From the Grey-Eyed One. With her compliments and her disappointment."

	Tyresius turned the vial in his fingers. The liquid inside shifted, dense, slow-moving, carrying a scent that cut through the fever-fog like a blade: mint, sunlight, the sharp green bite of moly root. Field-grade nectar. The kind that rebuilt what venom had consumed.

	"Athena sent an antidote."

	"Athena sent a message. The antidote merely happens to be the medium." Hermes's footsteps circled, light, precise, each one placed with the supernatural economy of a being who had spent millennia outrunning everything that moved. "Message-bearing falls under communication protocols. Distinct from direct intervention. The Sanction remains intact. I am merely a courier."

	"You are many things, Hermes. A courier is the least of them."

	"Flattery. How unlike you." The footsteps stopped. The air grew heavier, not with menace but with the particular weight of a god dispensing information he had been told to withhold. "Drink it or do not drink it, Justice. But know this: she sent it because she is afraid."

	The word landed in the silence of the chamber and stayed there.

	"I have seen Athena afraid."

	"Athena fears one thing: that which she cannot predict." The amusement had gone from Hermes's voice. What remained came quieter, older, carrying the gravel of a god who had watched the Pantheon's machinations for longer than most civilizations lasted. "The Moirai have come to the Throne Room three times this month. Three times, Justice. They weave the threads of destiny for every soul, mortal and divine, and three times they have told Zeus the same thing: they cannot see past Sarpedon. The island is a gap in the tapestry. A place where the threads end and nothing continues."

	"That is impossible."

	"So is a Gorgon who saves her executioner's life and tends his wounds and builds him a crutch from driftwood." A pause. "And yet."

	Tyresius's fingers tightened on the vial.

	"The Chrysalis." He turned the vial in his fingers. "Athena told me the Gorgon was preserving souls. Building a reservoir."

	"Athena told you what served Athena's purpose. Whether it is true is a question above my station and below my interest." The footsteps resumed, retreating now, the pressure lightening as Hermes prepared to leave. "What I can tell you is that the Throne is nervous. And when the Throne is nervous, it reaches for the largest weapon it can find."

	"The Kraken."

	The word fell between them like a stone into water.

	"The Kraken," Hermes confirmed. "Chained beneath the sea floor since the First War. Zeus has discussed releasing it. Poseidon has offered the key. If the Sanction fails, if you fail, or refuse, or simply take too long — they will not send another agent. They will send the beast. And the beast does not distinguish between Gorgon and Justicar. It will swallow the island whole."

	Tyresius pressed his head against the wall. The stone felt cold. His leg throbbed. The vial sat in his palm like a question he still weighed.

	"Why are you telling me this?"

	"Because you are the closest thing to honest that Olympus has produced in a thousand years, and I would prefer not to watch you drown." The lightning scent sharpened. Hermes gathering himself for departure, the air beginning to thin around his edges. "And because the woman in the passage above us has been standing at the top of the stairs for the last forty heartbeats, breathing through her mouth to keep the snakes quiet, and I thought she deserved to hear what happens if the gods lose their patience."

	Tyresius's pulse spiked.

	"She is listening?"

	"She has been listening since I arrived. As I said, sound is my domain. I allowed it." A shift in the air, the faintest whisper of wings unfurling. "The antidote will take hours, not minutes. The nectar must rebuild what the venom consumed, and the venom has had days. Drink it. Rest. And when you can stand, decide what you are going to do about the woman who has been keeping you alive."

	The pressure changed. The lightning scent collapsed inward, folding in on itself, and for a heartbeat the air in the chamber was too thin to breathe — the vacuum left by a god departing faster than the world could fill.

	Then it was gone. The scents returned: yarrow, wool, old stone. The drip of water somewhere in the passage. The settling of dust.

	Tyresius uncorked the vial.

	The nectar tasted of mint and heat and the particular bitterness of divine medicine — the kind that healed by burning through what had broken and replacing it with something harder. It hit his stomach like a fist and radiated outward, warmth chasing the cold of the venom through his blood in a progression he could track: ankle, calf, knee, hip. The numbness retreated by degrees, each increment replaced by sensation that hit sharp and raw and painful in the way of living tissue reclaiming territory from the dead.

	His hands stopped shaking.

	He sat with the empty vial and waited.

	The sound at the top of the stairs came quiet. Bare feet on stone, the faint rasp of the snakes adjusting against her scalp. She descended slowly. He tracked her approach by the displacement of air, by the lavender and mineral scent that preceded her, by the careful placement of each step on the worn stone.

	She stopped in the doorway.

	Neither of them spoke. The silence had the quality of a room in which too much had been overheard and neither party had decided what to do with the information.

	"The vial is empty."

	"I know." Her voice landed flat. Stripped to the stone beneath the stone. "I heard."

	"All of it?"

	"Enough."

	He waited. The warmth from the nectar still spread, slower now, working through the deeper damage, the bone and the muscle that the venom had weakened over days. His leg ached with a fierceness that felt, paradoxically, encouraging. Pain meant sensation. Sensation meant the tissue was alive.

	"A Kraken." The word came out the way she might say storm or winter, as something vast and indifferent that could not be argued with. "They would send a Kraken."

	"If I fail. Or refuse."

	"Or take too long."

	The silence held.

	"Will you?" she asked.

	"Will I what?"

	"Fail. Refuse. Take too long."

	"I do not know." The glass still held warmth from the nectar. "I am finding it difficult to execute a woman who has spent the last four days keeping me alive."

	She said nothing. He heard her cross the chamber, bare feet, the familiar rhythm, the scrape of the mortar being moved, the clink of clay jars. She worked again. The pestle found the stone. The grinding resumed.

	The sound filled the silence the way it always did, steady, patient, refusing to acknowledge that anything had changed.

	Tyresius set the vial down. The nectar worked through him in slow, burning waves, and somewhere between one wave and the next, he slept.

	He woke to the sound of grinding. The pestle on stone, steady, patient. The fever had broken. His leg still ached, but the ache had changed — from the dull rot of dying tissue to the sharp, clean pain of something mending.

	He reached for the crutch.

	The driftwood felt smooth under his palm. She had sanded it, he realized. Not just carved it but worked the surface until it would not blister. He fitted it beneath his arm. He pressed his good leg against the stone floor. He pushed.

	His body rose.

	The lower chamber tilted and swayed. His leg screamed, the damaged one, protesting the shift of weight, the unfamiliar vertical. The crutch bore his arm and his arm bore his weight and for a long, trembling moment he stood in the space between falling and standing and did not know which way he would go.

	He went up.

	He was standing. For the first time since the storm, since the wave, since the slab of marble and the viper's bite and the long descent into fever. Standing in the dark, on a crutch carved by the woman he had been sent to kill, with the taste of divine medicine on his tongue and the sound of her grinding herbs in his ears.

	The pestle paused.

	"The crutch holds."

	"The crutch holds," he confirmed.

	The grinding resumed.

	He stood in the dark and listened to the sound of a woman who had heard that the gods were sending a monster to destroy her island, and whose response was to go back to work.

	 


Chapter Fourteen: The Shift

	 

	Medusa stood at the base of the passage and counted the steps by memory: thirty-two from the lower chambers to the upper hall, the seventh cracked, the nineteenth slick with the mineral seep that worsened after storms. She had carried him down these stairs in the dark with his blood soaking through her chiton and his weight grinding her knees into the stone. Taking him back up would be different. He was standing now, barely, the crutch wedged beneath his arm, his good leg bearing most of the work, but thirty-two steps of uneven stone with a splinted leg and a four-day fever was not the same as standing in a flat chamber and calling it progress.

	"I can manage."

	He had heard her hesitation. Of course he had.

	"You have been on your feet for less than an hour." She kept her voice measured. "The stairs are steep. The seventh step is cracked and the nineteenth is wet. If you fall, I will have to carry you again, and my shoulders have only just forgiven me for the first time."

	"Then I will not fall."

	She watched him for a moment, the set of his jaw, the white-knuckled grip on the driftwood crutch, the careful way he held his weight centered over his good leg. The blindfold still hung dark with old sweat, but the tremor that had lived in his hands for the past four days had gone. The antidote was working through him the way a tide worked through sand, slowly, relentlessly, filling in what had been hollowed out.

	"Stay to the left." She turned toward the passage. "The wall is smoothest there. I will go ahead."

	She turned and started up the passage. Behind her, the tap of the crutch found the first step. Then the scrape of his boot. Then a pause, the hitch of breath that meant the splinted leg had taken weight it was not ready for. Then the crutch again. Tap. Scrape. Pause. Tap.

	She matched her pace to his. It felt slow. Agonizingly slow, for a woman who had climbed these stairs ten thousand times in the dark without thinking. But she kept her steps measured and her breathing audible, giving him a rhythm to follow, a presence to track, the way she would lead any wounded creature through unfamiliar terrain.

	The seventh step. "Cracked. Step wide."

	He adjusted. The crutch found the eighth step and held.

	The twelfth step. "Low ceiling here. Duck."

	His free hand found the stone above him, mapped the overhang, lowered his head. She heard the brush of his hair against the rock and the small grunt of adjustment and then he was through.

	The nineteenth step. "Wet. Shift your weight left."

	His boot found the seep and slipped, a controlled slide, caught immediately, his hand bracing against the wall hard enough that she heard the scrape of his knuckles. He steadied. The crutch found the next step. He continued.

	She did not offer her hand. He did not ask for it. They climbed the last thirteen steps in the shared rhythm of the crutch and the silence, and when the passage opened into the upper hall, Medusa stepped aside and let him arrive.

	The Megaron.

	She had not been up here since the storm. She had known there would be damage. The wave had shaken the entire cliff, and the upper halls had always been more vulnerable to the sea's reach, but knowing and seeing were different currencies. The central hearth was scattered, stones displaced, the ash of her last fire spread across the floor in a gray wash that covered everything. Two columns had cracked, not fallen, but split along old fault lines, the fissures wide enough to admit the wind. The roof, already partial, had lost another section. Pale light fell through the gap in a broad column that illuminated the destruction with the indifference of weather.

	And her things.

	The storm had done what Poseidon always did: reached into a space that was not his and rearranged it to suit himself. The statue of the screaming hoplite had shifted, knocked sideways by the force of the wave, and the crevice behind his hip gaped open. The tapestry she had hidden there hung half-exposed, the wool dark with seawater, the dolphins she had spent ten years weaving now salt-stained and stiff. One of the gull-feather pillows had been expelled from behind the lintel stone and lay in the center of the hall like an accusation, sodden, deflated, obviously a pillow, obviously belonging to someone who valued comfort.

	The mending basket had scattered. Bone needles and linen scraps and a half-repaired chiton spread across the floor in a trail that led from the hearth to the fallen column. The cheese plate was shattered, the clay in pieces, the cheese long since claimed by whatever creatures lived in the walls.

	Tyresius stepped into the hall behind her. The crutch struck stone and he paused, listening. His head turned slowly, tracking the echo as it climbed and spread. His free hand rose, fingers mapping the empty air. He took another step. The crutch rang differently on the open flagstones, and she watched his posture shift as he registered the space around him.

	"The upper temple."

	"The Megaron. My —" She caught herself. "The main hall."

	He hobbled forward on the crutch, his free hand extended, mapping the air ahead of him the way she had watched him map every space he entered. His fingers found the first column. He traced its surface, the worn marble, the salt-roughened grain, the crack where the storm had split it. He followed the column to where it met the floor, then swept his hand across the flagstones. His palm found the ash. He rubbed it between his fingers.

	"Hearth fire." He rubbed the ash between his fingers. "Old. You have not burned one in days."

	"We were underground."

	He moved to the next column. His hand found the edge of the fallen section, the raw stone where the roof had broken, the rubble piled against the base. He navigated around it with hand and crutch, mapping the room the way he mapped everything: by patience, by logic, by the accumulation of detail into a picture no sighted person would bother to assemble because they would simply look and see.

	His hand brushed the loom, his fingers tracing the warp, the weft, reading the pattern by texture, by repetition, by the logic of what the maker had intended.

	"You built this." His hand rested on the frame. "The frame is driftwood. And bone?"

	"Whale bone. For the heddle." She had not meant to answer so readily. "It washed up after a storm."

	His hand moved across the half-finished tapestry, tracing the wave she had been building, crest by crest, over months of evening work. "What are you making?"

	"The sea at sunset."

	He said nothing. His hand rested on the tapestry. She could not read his expression behind the blindfold, but the set of his mouth had changed, the hard line of the Justicar softening into something she had not seen before.

	He moved on. His foot found the pillow, the sodden, deflated gull-feather pillow that the storm had dragged into the center of the hall. He crouched, slowly, painfully, balancing on his good leg while the crutch bore his arm. His hand closed on the pillow. He turned it. His thumb found the embroidery.

	"Olive leaves."

	She said nothing.

	He set the pillow down. He stood. The crutch tapped, and he crossed the hall toward the far wall where the displaced hoplite stood with the tapestry hanging from behind his hip. His hand found the statue first — the cold stone shoulder, the screaming face, the frozen arm reaching for a weapon. He traced the features the way he had traced the bird's wing in another lifetime, with a gentleness that had no business belonging to an executioner's hands.

	Then his fingers found the wool behind the hip. He pulled the tapestry free, carefully, reading its weight and texture as it came. He spread it across his arm. His thumb found the dolphins.

	"You hid this." His voice carried no accusation. Only recognition.

	"I hid everything." She kept her voice flat. "Before you came. The tapestry, the pillows, the mending." She uncrossed her arms and crossed them again. "Lairs are easier to destroy than homes."

	He fell quiet. The tapestry hung from his hand, dripping seawater onto the flagstones. The wind came through the gap in the roof and stirred the wool, and for a moment the dolphins seemed to move.

	"It should be on the wall." He held the wool out. "Not behind a statue."

	She stared at the offered wool. His arm held steady. His face behind the blindfold held nothing she could read as pity or strategy. He was simply a man holding a tapestry out to its maker, saying: put it back where it belongs.

	She took it.

	The wool felt cold and salt-stiff and heavier than she remembered. She crossed to the wall where the hanging pegs waited, bronze, green with age, still solid in the stone. She lifted the tapestry and hung it. The dolphins settled against the wall, water-stained and battered and still leaping.

	Behind her, the crutch tapped. Tyresius hobbled along the wall, his hand trailing the stone. His fingers found the grooves in the floor, worn paths from hearth to loom to door to hearth, the evidence of a life measured in footsteps.

	His crutch found the far corner. His hand found the statue there, the hero with the stone bird on his shoulder, the one the moss had claimed, the one she had spent weeks positioning. She watched him reach for the bird. His scarred hand hovered, then settled. He cupped the stone wings. His thumb traced the curve of the beak.

	"A lark."

	Her throat closed.

	"How do you know?"

	"The beak. The wing proportion." His thumb moved along the feathers, each one distinct, preserved by the curse in the detail a sculptor could never match. "My mother kept larks. She said they were the only birds that sang truth."

	He stroked the cold stone feathers.

	"This one is not singing."

	"It was." Her voice came out smaller than she intended. "Before I looked at it."

	The snakes at her temples went still. The wind moved through the broken roof and stirred the ash on the floor and she stood in her ruined home and watched a blind man hold a stone bird with a tenderness she had not seen directed at anything living.

	He set the bird down. Gently. The way you set down something that mattered.

	"Show me the rest."

	She should refuse. She should lead him back down to the lower chambers where the walls were close and the information was controlled and the power dynamic was something she understood. She should keep the distance that had kept her alive: the distance between captor and prisoner, between monster and executioner, between a woman with a secret and a man with a Sanction.

	But the tapestry was on the wall. The dolphins were leaping. And he was standing in her home, holding a crutch she had made for him, asking to see what she had built.

	"The garden is through the eastern passage." She uncrossed her arms, crossed them again. "But it is overgrown. And the statues —"

	"I know what the statues are."

	"You know what you were told they are."

	He tilted his head. The blindfold shifted. She could almost see the thought moving behind it, the Justicar's logic rearranging itself around new evidence, the way it had been rearranging itself for days.

	"Then show me what they actually are."

	She picked up the sodden pillow from the floor. She squeezed the water from it. She set it on the hearthstones where the returning sun could dry it.

	"Tomorrow," she said. "When the light is better for the path."

	"I am blind, Medusa. The light is irrelevant."

	"The light is for me." She let the words settle. "I want to see your face when you meet them."

	 


Chapter Fifteen: The Gallery

	 

	Medusa led him through the eastern passage, her bare feet finding the worn groove by habit. Behind her, Tyresius filled the corridor, his shoulders brushing both walls as he passed, the breadth of him surprising in the tight space. She had carried him when he was dead weight and fever. Standing, he loomed larger than she had accounted for.

	He worked the crutch against the stone with a steady, deliberate rhythm, tap, step, tap, while she guided him by voice. "Low arch, duck." "Step down, twice." "The floor slopes left here, lean right."

	The snakes stirred against her scalp, rising one by one, tasting the air ahead. No divine displacement. No visitors. Clean.

	The passage opened and morning poured in, sun warming the stone at the entrance. Medusa stopped, letting it settle on her face. She had not felt sun in days.

	Tyresius emerged from the passage and went still.

	She watched the moment arrive in his body, the lift of his chin, the widening of his nostrils, the way his free hand opened as if to catch the world that had suddenly expanded around him. Wind. The sea somewhere below, drumming against the cliffs. Salt spray and wild thyme and the green, vegetal scent of things growing. Space, after days of close stone walls.

	"The garden."

	She led him along the path she had walked ten thousand times, the paving stones cracked by weeds she allowed to grow, the wild olive trees bending overhead, the climbing roses that had claimed the eastern wall and spilled down the far side in a cascade of thorns and flowers she could never bring herself to cut. The garden sat in a valley shielded from the worst of the wind, and in the morning light it looked almost gentle. Almost like a place where nothing terrible had happened.

	The first statue stood where the path turned.

	"This is Pelias."

	She stopped. Tyresius came alongside her, the crutch finding solid ground. His hand reached out. She had learned to anticipate it now, the way he extended toward everything, reading the world through his fingertips.

	"May I?"

	"Yes."

	His palm settled on the statue's breastplate. He traced the armor, Corinthian style, old, well-made. The arm reaching for a sword that was not there. The face. His fingers moved over the features slowly, learning the expression.

	"He came first." She rested a hand on the cold breastplate. "The gods put out a bounty. He wanted the glory."

	"He looks surprised."

	"They always do."

	He withdrew his hand. They walked.

	The path wound through the garden in a circuit she had worn into the stone over years of tending. She stopped at each figure the way she stopped at each plant, briefly, with the familiarity of long acquaintance.

	"Lycus." A smaller statue, barely grown, standing near the olive tree. "He came looking for his brother. The brother is there." She pointed, remembered he could not see it. "Three paces to your right, beneath the lowest branches. I put them close together."

	His head turned toward the second statue. He said nothing. They walked.

	"Alkman." The poet, kneeling, hands clasped, moss-covered eyes turned skyward. "He wanted to write an epic about the Monster of the West. I suppose he found his material."

	"He was praying." Tyresius's hand had found the clasped stone fingers.

	"He was composing. He dictated verse while he walked. He did not see me until he had already finished the first stanza." She paused. "It was good verse, from what I heard."

	They walked. The path descended through a stand of wild myrtle where the air thickened with the sweet, resinous scent of the leaves. The statues grew denser here, a cluster of them near the cistern, some standing, some crouching, one with his arm raised as if shielding his eyes from a light that would never come.

	"This section." Her voice flattened. "Twelve men. They came together. Armed, organized. Someone had told them the bounty doubled for the head brought to Olympus intact."

	He touched one of the shields. His thumb found the insignia.

	"Spartan."

	"Yes."

	"They were soldiers."

	"They were hunters. I was the quarry." She crossed her arms against the wind that pushed through the gap in the valley wall. "The one in the center — the one with the raised arm — he was their captain. He ordered the others to look away while he approached alone. He almost made it. He was smarter than most."

	"Almost."

	"He looked." She shrugged. "They always look."

	They walked. The wind picked up as the path rose toward the southern edge of the garden, where the cliff dropped to the sea and the salt spray kept the vegetation low and bent. Here the statues were older, weathered by decades of exposure, their features softened by lichen and erosion.

	She stopped before a woman.

	"Thalia." The warrior stood with shield and spear, unusual for the period, her stone face set in an expression that Medusa had always read as resolve rather than surprise. "A mercenary. Hired by the father of a man I turned to stone."

	"Which man?"

	"The one who came to do what Poseidon did."

	The silence that followed had weight. She let it stand. He did not ask for details.

	"Thalia was the best of them." Medusa let the wind pull at her chiton. "She came prepared. She wore a polished shield and walked backward, watching my reflection. She almost got close enough to use the spear. I warned her. I told her to leave. She said she had taken the contract and her word was her bond."

	"An honorable woman."

	"A dead woman."

	They walked.

	The path ended at the garden's western edge, where a low stone wall marked the boundary between the tended ground and the wild scrub beyond. One last statue stood here, apart from the others, in a patch of ground where Medusa had planted chamomile and lavender. The herbs grew thick around the statue's bare feet, and the flowers — she tended them every week, cutting back the dead heads, watering when the rain failed — gave the impression of a woman standing in a field of blossoms.

	Medusa stopped. The snakes went still.

	"I do not know her name."

	Tyresius reached. His hand found a shoulder, bare, no armor. A simple chiton. His fingers moved to the face and read it: smooth, young, the mouth slightly open in an expression he could not have identified by touch as a smile, but Medusa knew it was a smile because she had watched it form and watched it freeze and watched it turn to stone and she could see it now, behind her eyes, the way she could see it every time she came to this corner of the garden.

	"She came in spring." Medusa's voice had gone somewhere distant. "She was not a hero. Not a hunter. She had no weapon. She walked the coastal path and she took a wrong turn and she came through the gap in the wall and she saw the garden and she —"

	She stopped. The chamomile scent rose around them, sweet and false, and the wind carried it away.

	"She said my garden was beautiful. She asked if she could look at the flowers."

	Tyresius's hand rested on the stone shoulder. His thumb found the carved flowers in the statue's hair, real flowers, once, caught by the curse in the same instant as the woman who wore them.

	"I told her to leave." Medusa's voice had gone somewhere small and far away. "I screamed at her. I said terrible things. I tried to frighten her. But she kept walking toward me, still smiling, still reaching out, and I was so, and I watched her so closely, trying to make her stop, trying to make her understand, that I forgot."

	"For one heartbeat, I forgot to look away."

	She stood in the garden she had built around her dead and felt the weight of every name she had spoken that morning settle onto her shoulders like stones. Pelias. Lycus. Alkman. The Spartans. Thalia. The woman with flowers in her hair.

	Tyresius withdrew his hand from the statue. He turned toward her. The blindfold hid whatever was happening behind his eyes, but his mouth — the hard line she had grown accustomed to, the Justicar's expression that held judgment and certainty in equal measure — had come apart.

	"The Sanction named forty-seven kills." His voice came stripped to nothing. "Armed aggressors. Lawful targets."

	"The Sanction said what Athena wanted it to say."

	He stood in her garden with his hand at his side and his crutch bearing his weight and the wind pulling at his blindfold, and she watched the last of the briefing die in him. She had seen it happening for days, in the lower chambers, in the fever, in the way he stopped reaching for weapons and started listening when she spoke. But this was different. This was the moment the evidence became irrefutable.

	He reached for the stone flowers in the dead woman's hair. He touched them once, gently. Then he let his hand fall.

	They stood in the garden with the wind between them and the chamomile rising sweet around the statue's feet. The snakes settled against her scalp, exhausted and quiet.

	After a long time, Tyresius turned back toward the path.

	Medusa walked beside him. He matched her pace with the crutch, tap, step, tap, the way he had been matching it for days now, falling into her rhythm without either of them remarking on it.

	She did not look back at the woman with flowers in her hair. She never looked back.

	Her hands were steady on the crutch she carried for him, but the fingers ached, and the ache had nothing to do with the wood.

	 


Chapter Sixteen: The Nightmare

	 

	The loom thread snapped between her fingers and Medusa swore under her breath.

	She had been weaving for hours, sitting cross-legged before the frame in the dim warmth of the rebuilt hearth, working the weft by firelight the way she had done on a thousand sleepless nights before this one. The sea-tapestry was coming back slowly. The salt damage had ruined the lower third, and she rebuilt the wave crest by crest, matching the tension to the surviving threads, Medusa's fingers finding their rhythm in the repetitive motion of pass and beat and pass.

	The snakes dozed against her scalp. The fire crackled. The wind moved through the gap in the roof, carrying the distant percussion of the sea.

	Tyresius slept on the pallet she had made for him near the far wall, close enough to the hearth for warmth, far enough from the broken columns that nothing could fall on him. He had refused the lower chambers. She had not argued. The Megaron was defensible, the doors were barred, and the truth she would not have admitted aloud was that having another breathing body in the hall made the space feel less like a mausoleum.

	She reached for a new thread and wound it onto the shuttle.

	Tyresius screamed.

	Raw, animal, torn from a depth that sleep could not protect. The sound hit the stone walls and came back multiplied, filling the Megaron with the echo of a man fighting something that existed only behind his eyelids. The snakes jerked awake, rigid, every body pointing toward the pallet.

	Medusa shoved to her feet, the shuttle clattering to the flagstones.

	He lay rigid beneath the blanket, his hands clenched into fists at his sides, his jaw locked so tight she could hear the grinding of his teeth across the hall. The blindfold hung dark with sweat. His chest heaved in rapid, shallow pulls that had nothing to do with the temperature of the room.

	"The left flank —" The words came out in fragments, dragged from wherever his mind had gone. His body thrashed against the blanket, arms swinging at enemies only he could see, the motion pulling at the splinted leg. He cried out, a sound that mixed pain and terror into something she could not separate.

	"— the fire — Theodorus, GET DOWN —"

	The snakes pressed flat against her scalp, tasting the sweat and fear that rolled off him in waves. Their bodies vibrated with the agitation, and she felt it in her own skull, a low, anxious hum that matched the frequency of his distress.

	She crossed the hall and crouched beside the pallet, stretching out her hand, then pulled it back. Touching him was dangerous. If he woke suddenly, if he grabbed, if he thrashed, if his hand found the blindfold and pulled, but she had heard him scream the way she had once screamed on a marble floor, and the sound had bypassed every calculation her survival instinct could produce.

	Instead, she hummed.

	The melody came from a place she rarely visited — old, half-remembered, carried in the body rather than the mind. A temple song. Something the senior priestesses had sung to the novices during the first weeks, when the girls woke crying for their mothers and the dormitory echoed with homesickness. Something about the sea, about rocking, about the tide going out and coming back. She had not thought of it in years. Her throat found the notes by instinct, the way her hands found the warp threads on the loom.

	The sound came low and steady and it filled the space between them the way warmth filled a cold room, gradually, from the edges inward.

	He did not respond at first. His breathing stayed ragged, his fists clenched. The snakes at her temples swayed with the melody, their agitation loosening by degrees.

	Then his hands uncurled.

	The tension drained from his shoulders in a slow cascade, fists to fingers, jaw unlocking, chest settling into longer, deeper pulls. His head turned toward the sound.

	"Medusa?" His voice came raw, scraped hollow by whatever he had been living. "Were you... singing?"

	"You were dreaming."

	She watched him piece together where he was, the warmth of the hearth, the smell of wool and smoke, the stone floor beneath the pallet. His hands found the blanket. He gripped it the way she had seen soldiers grip their shields when they tried to remember they were not still on the field.

	"The uprising." He swallowed. "The Titan remnants. The fire from the sky."

	"The battle where you lost your sight."

	"I was seventeen." His voice carried the particular flatness of someone reporting a fact they had reported many times. "A farmer's son with a spear I could barely hold. The man beside me, Theodorus, took the full blast. I caught the edge."

	She settled onto her heels. The snakes had gone quiet, their curiosity satisfied, their alarm fading. The fire popped in the hearth and sent a scatter of sparks across the flagstones.

	"Do you dream of it often?"

	"Every night that I do not dream of something worse." He turned his head toward the ceiling, toward the gap where pale stars showed through the broken roof. "The faces. The names. Every soul I have sentenced. They come when I sleep."

	She understood that. Not the sentencing. The faces. The expressions that stayed whether you wanted them to or not. The woman with flowers in her hair, smiling. Pelias, reaching for a sword. The boy Lycus, who had only been looking for his brother.

	"I do not sleep much."

	"At all?"

	"A few hours. When the body insists." She rested her arms on her knees. "Sleep means dreams."

	He fell quiet. The fire settled. Somewhere outside, the sea worked against the cliffs with the patience of something that never tired.

	"The song." His breathing had steadied. "What was it?"

	"A temple song. For the novices. When they could not sleep."

	"It helped."

	"I know."

	Another silence. Longer this time. His breathing had steadied, the tension gone from his body, but she could tell by the quality of his stillness that he did not sleep. He lay in the dark, awake, the way she lay awake on the nights when the faces came and the only company was the sound of the wind and the hiss of the snakes and the particular silence of a woman who had learned to endure what she could not fix.

	"Medusa."

	"Yes."

	"Will you —" He stopped himself. She heard the word he swallowed — stay. Heard it in the shape of the breath, in the pause, in the way his hand tightened on the blanket and then deliberately loosened.

	She should go back to the loom. The thread was waiting. The wave would not build itself. There were hours yet before dawn, and she had survived them alone before and would survive them alone again.

	She leaned her back against the wall beside his pallet and drew her knees up. The stone felt cold through her chiton. The fire threw long shadows that moved like water across the ceiling.

	"I will be here."

	The snakes coiled into restful spirals against her scalp, their small bodies warm.

	Medusa hummed.

	After a while, his breathing deepened. His hand on the blanket loosened. He slept.

	She stayed.

	 


Chapter Seventeen: The Work

	 

	Tyresius pressed both palms flat against the marble slab and mapped what he worked with. Cold stone. Damp from the seep that worsened after every storm. The fracture line ran diagonally beneath his fingertips, the slab had split along its natural bed when it fell. He traced the dimensions by arm-span: wider than his shoulders, taller than his hip, thick as his forearm at the narrowest edge. Four hundred pounds, at least. Wedged against the wooden door of the supply room at an angle that jammed the base into a groove in the floor and the top against the broken lintel.

	Behind the door, the barley was going to mold. He could smell it through the cracks, the sweet, sour tang of grain spoiling in still air. The rest of the stores, oil, lentils, dried figs, the preserved lemons Medusa had sealed in clay jars with salt, were behind that same door. Everything she had laid in for the season, measured and rationed for one woman's careful economy, was sealed away while the two of them ate the last of what she had carried to the lower chambers before the passage flooded. The final handful of dried chickpeas had gone into last night's broth. This morning there had been nothing. His stomach had stopped complaining hours ago and settled into the dull, heavy patience of a body learning to do without.

	She had said nothing about the food running out. He had said nothing about the sound of her grinding the empty mortar this morning, a habit, he suspected, the hands going through the motions of a routine that no longer had material to work with. Some losses did not require acknowledgment.

	Behind him, Medusa knotted a rope harness around the base of the spear-shaft, lashing the lever to the wall-bracket so it would hold position if his grip failed. He tracked her work by sound: the rasp of fiber pulled taut against stone, the small grunt of a knot cinched tight, the pad of her bare feet as she tested the anchor point with her weight. The snakes clicked softly, the idle, working rhythm he had learned to associate with concentration rather than threat.

	"The lever will not hold." She frowned at the bronze. "It is too thin."

	She was right. He had scavenged the spear-shaft from the wreckage of the armory, stripped the blade, bent the tip into a crude prying edge, but the metal ran ceremonial, not structural. Designed for piercing, not for bearing the lateral force of four hundred pounds of marble.

	He worked the spear-point into the gap. "It only needs to hold long enough."

	"Long enough for what?"

	"For you to get your shoulder against it."

	The words sat in the air between them, and he felt glad of the blindfold, glad she could not see whatever had moved across his face when he said them. He had carried his own weight since he was seventeen. Had never asked for a hand on a climb, a shoulder under a load, a body between him and what was coming. The Citadel trained self-sufficiency the way it trained swordcraft, through repetition and shame, until the idea of needing help felt like a wound in itself. And here he was, standing on a leg that could not bear what he was asking of it, proposing a plan whose entire architecture rested on her doing the part he could not.

	The clicking stopped. The quality of the silence changed — a sudden density in the space between them, the shape of her attention sharpening.

	"You have been thinking about this."

	"I have had days in the dark with nothing to do but think." He worked the spear-point into the gap between the slab and the floor, probing for the seam by feel. The bronze scraped marble with a sound that ran up his arms and settled in his teeth. "The angle is wrong for pure leverage. The base is jammed. But if I can lift the bottom edge even an inch, shift the center of gravity, the slab becomes a balance problem rather than a weight problem."

	"And I push."

	"And you push."

	Another silence. He could hear her weighing it, not the plan, which was simple, but the admission buried inside it. He acknowledged her strength. Not the careful, measured version she had been showing him, carrying one sack at a time, guiding him through passages with a grip kept deliberately gentle. The real thing. The force he had felt in the storm, when she hauled him through rising water with his full weight swinging against her frame like a sack of grain.

	"On your count."

	He braced. His bad leg protested immediately, the fracture had knit enough to bear his weight for short distances, but the bone remembered what had broken it and objected to anything resembling strain. The crutch was propped against the wall where he could reach it. He would need it after this. He shifted everything to the good leg, locked his arms, and bore down on the shaft.

	"Now."

	The spear bowed. His shoulders seized, the right one grinding where the deep bruise had never fully released, days of healing undone in a single effort. He threw everything he had against the bronze and felt the slab shift, one inch, perhaps less, the bottom edge grinding free of the groove with a shriek of stone on stone that filled the corridor.

	The air displaced beside him. The scent of lavender and stone-dust and the dry, papery musk of the snakes. Her shoulder pressed against the marble above his lever-point, and she pushed.

	The slab surrendered, sudden, total, as though the weight had been waiting for permission. He could hear the effort in her, a hard hiss through her teeth, the snakes erupting into agitated clicks, but the power behind it was something his body understood before his mind could name it. The vibration ran through the floor, through his sandals, through the bones of his legs and into his spine. The whole corridor shuddered.

	It had to be part of the curse that remade a mortal body into something that could move four hundred pounds of marble as though it were furniture.

	The slab cleared the doorframe and hit the far wall with a concussion that rang off the stone like a struck bell.

	Dust billowed. He staggered back, coughing. The spear-shaft, suddenly useless, clattered from his grip and rang against the floor. His bad leg buckled, a sharp, warning flare that dropped him against the wall. He caught himself with both hands flat on the stone and stayed there, breathing, waiting for the pain to settle from a shout to a grumble. The ribs on his right side had their own opinion about the exertion. He ignored them.

	His ears mapped the new space, the echo opening up beyond the door, the acoustic shift from corridor to room, the soft settling of grain dust and the drip of moisture from a ceiling he could not see.

	Medusa breathed hard. He could track the recovery, the ragged pulls smoothing out, each exhale a little longer, the effort draining from her body in a sequence he learned to read. The snakes settled.

	"The door."

	Medusa pushed it open. The door groaned on rusted hinges, and the smell hit him like a fist to the gut: dry grain and olive oil and the honey-sweet decay of figs stored past their prime, the dusty reassurance of lentils and the sharp, nose-curling bite of preserved lemons. His mouth flooded. His knees softened. The body's response to food after days without it was not dignified. It was animal, immediate, a lurch of want that bypassed every higher function and went straight to the belly.

	He heard her breath change too. A sharp inhale through the nose, held, then released slowly. She was hungry. Of course she was hungry. Her stores were measured for one woman's needs across a season: the barley she grew in the terraced plot above the eastern cliff, the oil from the grove her sisters had planted a century ago, the lentils and dried herbs from her kitchen garden, the honey from the hives she kept in the sheltered hollow below the ridge. All of it calibrated for a single careful mouth. His arrival had halved the margin. The storm had erased it.

	"We eat tonight."

	Something in her voice had changed. Not softer, she was never soft, but the particular flatness that she wore like armor had thinned. Satisfaction, maybe. The kind that came from solving a physical problem with physical effort, from the straightforward transaction of labor and result that asked nothing of the soul.

	He understood. The Citadel traded in politics and leverage and the careful calibration of debt. Here, a slab was moved or it stood. A door was open or it was closed. The clarity of it settled into him like something recovered.

	***

	They moved stores for the next hour.

	She did the heavy work. He did not offer to share it and she did not pretend the offer would have been useful. The large pithoi, the full amphorae, the sacks of barley that weighed half what he did, she carried alone with the steady efficiency of a woman who had been doing this for centuries. What he could manage was the top shelves, the smaller jars, the lighter sacks of lentils and dried herbs that needed a man's height more than a man's strength. He worked in short stretches, ten minutes of effort, then a pause against the wall with his weight on his good leg while his body argued with him about the difference between healing and healed.

	He listened to her work and said nothing. But each trip she made, the pad of bare feet under a load that would have staggered a dock-worker, the controlled exhale of effort that she managed alone because the man beside her could not manage it with her, landed somewhere in his chest that had nothing to do with his cracked ribs. He had been sent here to kill her. Instead she fed him, housed him, and now hauled his share of the labor while he leaned against a wall and contributed what he could from the top shelf. The Citadel had a word for a warrior who let others carry his weight. He had used that word himself, more than once, about men who had earned it less.

	The rhythm settled into him the way a marching cadence settled, repetitive, grounding, the kind of work that occupied the body and freed the mind to do things the body would rather it did not. Lift. Carry. Stack. His palms went raw against the rough clay of amphorae and the coarse weave of grain sacks. His back seized twice and he worked through it, breathing the way Artemis had taught him to breathe through pain, short, controlled, each exhale a deliberate release. His leg throbbed with a deep, sullen persistence that worsened each time he forgot to favor it.

	He tracked her by sound. The pad of her bare feet, each step certain, placed with the memory of centuries of walking these corridors. The rustle of cloth when she bent. The small clicks of the snakes when she hoisted something heavy, agitation, effort, the involuntary broadcast of a body working hard. He learned the vocabulary of them. Quick clicks meant strain. A slow, rolling hiss meant concentration. Silence meant she was watching him.

	They were silent now.

	He found himself anticipating her routes. Stepping left when she would need to pass right. Pausing in the doorway to let her through with an amphora balanced on each hip. They moved around each other the way he had once moved around his battalion-mates on the march, the unconscious choreography of bodies that had learned each other's dimensions.

	He had not moved this way with anyone in twenty years.

	"The oil jars on the top shelf." Her voice carried from across the room. "Can you reach them? The shelf is at head height on the right wall. Three jars. They need to come down before the next tremor brings them down on their own."

	She gave him the task his body could do. Reaching was not lifting. Height was not strength. She had measured his limits the way she measured everything, quietly, without comment, and assigned him the work that fit inside them. It was generous. It was also the kind of generosity that burned, because it came from a woman who should not have had to make that calculation about the man who supposedly stood as the dangerous one in this arrangement.

	He crossed the room, one hand trailing the wall for reference. His fingertips found shelving, rough-hewn stone ledges, evenly spaced. He reached up. The first jar was cold, heavy, sealed with beeswax. He lifted it down and set it on the floor by his feet.

	The second jar shifted when he touched it, rocking against something behind it.

	Metal. His fingers found a leather-wrapped handle. A blade, still in its sheath, wedged into the gap between the jar and the wall.

	His dagger.

	He knew it by the weight. By the balance. By the particular way the leather wrapping sat against his palm, worn smooth by years of use, the stitching replaced three times, the blade inside honed to an edge that could split a hair. Standard Citadel issue. Designed for precision. Designed for killing.

	She had hidden it here. Behind the oil, out of his reach, on a shelf a man with a shattered leg could not have climbed to. Smart. Practical. The calculation of a woman who understood that trust and survival were not always the same thing.

	He held the dagger in his right hand and the oil jar in his left and stood in the dark supply room and listened to her stacking grain sacks across the room.

	She had not mentioned it. Had not said mind the blade or leave that where it is. Either she had forgotten, unlikely, in a woman who remembered the name of every statue in her garden, or she had made a decision.

	He slid the dagger from its sheath. The bronze whispered against leather. The blade sat clean, oiled, maintained. She had cared for it. Keeping the edge sharp, the leather supple. A weapon she had taken from an enemy and preserved with the same patient attention she gave to everything in her keeping.

	He sheathed it, then set it on the shelf where he had found it and put the oil jar on the floor beside the other two.

	"Medusa."

	"Yes."

	"The jars are down."

	He did not mention the dagger. She did not ask.

	They went back to work.

	***

	The bone-bird arrived near the end of the second hour.

	He felt it before he heard it — a faint vibration in the floor, the particular frequency of small bones striking stone in the rapid, staccato pattern of his construct's gait. It had been out for days. He had sent it to circle the island's edge before the storm, and the collapse had separated them. He had assumed it was buried in rubble, its bronze threading crushed, its careful assemblage of sparrow and finch and crow-bone scattered beyond recovery.

	The clicking grew louder. The bird was moving fast, faster than its usual patrol, the rhythm urgent in a way that his trained ear read immediately as return with findings. It had something.

	It reached him and stopped. He held out his hand, palm up, and felt the familiar weight settle onto his fingers, light, articulated, the wire-threaded bones flexing as the construct adjusted its balance. Its skull tilted against his thumb in the gesture he had built into it: reporting.

	He lifted it to his face and inhaled.

	The construct's bones held scent the way a sponge held water, absorbed, compressed, released on examination. The bronze threading acted as a conduit, channeling the traces it had gathered into the hollow spaces where his breath could unlock them.

	Salt. That was first and strongest, heavy, deep-ocean salt, not the surface spray that coated every surface on Sarpedon. This was the mineral salt of the deep trenches, the kind that carried the weight of pressure and darkness and things that lived far from the sun. The bird had been near the eastern cliffs, where the sea floor dropped away into the abyss.

	Beneath the salt, sulphur. Faint, acrid, the signature of something volcanic. Not the island. Sarpedon had no volcanic activity. This was carried scent. Something from the deep water, rising.

	And beneath the sulphur, so faint he had to press the construct's skull against his upper lip to catch it: the cold, dead-mineral smell of chain. Iron rusted to ancient brittleness, the kind of chain that had been forged to hold something that could not be held by anything less.

	His stomach dropped.

	Every Justicar carried that scent in memory. It lived in the veteran stories told over fire-wine when the old men stopped boasting and started telling the truth. It sat scratched into the wax tablets of the Citadel archive, in the accounts of the First War that initiates were made to memorize before they earned their blindfolds. The chain-smell of the deep prison. The binding forged by Hephaestus in the first days of the war. The cage that held the thing Zeus had been threatening to release.

	The Kraken was stirring.

	Not free. Not yet. But the chains were working, grinding against each other in the deep water, shedding rust and iron-scent into the current that carried it to the surface, to the cliffs, to the small bones of a construct that had been built to carry information to a blind man who would understand what it meant.

	He set the bird on his shoulder. It settled there, tucking its wire-jointed legs beneath its ribcage, and went still.

	Medusa had stopped moving. The grain sack she had been carrying settled to the floor with a soft thud. The snakes stood rigid, every one of them. "What is it?"

	She would have heard the construct arrive. He had explained it in the lower chambers, during the fever, when talking had been the only thing keeping him on this side of consciousness. A gatherer of scent and sound. A spy that went where he could not and brought back what it found.

	"The sea has changed."

	Her breath caught. A small, tight sound — the body bracing for what the mind already knew.

	"The chains." Not a question.

	He nodded. "The chains."

	Hermes had warned him: the Kraken, chained beneath the sea floor since the First War, and Zeus and Poseidon discussing its release if the Sanction failed.

	She had heard that too. Standing at the top of the stairs with her hand over the mouth of the smallest snake, breathing through her teeth, listening to a god tell her executioner that failure meant annihilation.

	Neither of them spoke. The supply room settled around them, the smell of grain and oil and the sweet decay of overripe figs. Ordinary smells. The smells of a life being lived in the margins of a war.

	"How long?" she asked.

	"I do not know. The scent is faint. Weeks, perhaps. Perhaps less."

	"Then we have weeks to prepare."

	He turned toward the sound of her voice. She had picked the grain sack up again. He could hear the shift of weight as she hoisted it to her shoulder, the steady pad of her feet as she carried it toward the storage alcove.

	She went back to work.

	As though the world ending was just another thing to survive.

	As though she had been surviving things like this for centuries and had learned that the work was the only prayer that mattered.

	He picked up the sack he had set down and carried it to the shelf.

	***

	The corridor was narrow where the supply room met the inner passage, a single-file processional route, the ancient architects having designed it for priests carrying amphorae to the inner sanctum, not for two people trying to pass with sacks balanced on their shoulders. They had navigated it a dozen times that afternoon, the choreography now automatic: she flattened against one wall, he slid past with his load, they exchanged positions and continued.

	This time the rhythm broke.

	He miscounted. His leg had been sending warning signals for the last three passes and his attention had narrowed to the management of it, the careful placement, the measured transfer of weight, and he stepped forward when she was already stepping forward, his body expecting the open space and finding instead the sudden, full-length proximity of hers. His shoulder met her arm. His hip brushed her hip. The sack she was carrying swung and his hand came up reflexively to steady it and his palm landed against her wrist.

	Skin on skin.

	Her pulse hammered beneath his fingers. Fast. Present. The rhythm of a heart that worked, that pumped blood through a body that felt warm and calloused and smelled of lavender and effort and the stone-dust that had settled into both of them over the hours of labor.

	The snakes went silent. Every one of them. The absence of their sound rang louder than any hiss.

	She did not pull away.

	He should have. Every instinct he had ever trained told him to break contact, with a target, with a threat, with a woman whose gaze could end him between one breath and the next. His hand should have been off her wrist before the thought could form.

	Her pulse beat against his palm. Thump. Thump. Thump. Steady now, the initial spike settling into something slower, more deliberate, as though her heart had decided to stay exactly where it was.

	"The corridor is narrow."

	"Yes."

	"You are in my way."

	"Yes."

	A breath. Two. The stone walls pressed close on either side and the air between them held the warmth of two bodies that had been working hard and the dust of their shared labor and something else that had no name and needed none.

	He released her wrist. His fingers dragged against her skin as they withdrew, an accident that he would examine later, in the dark, when the meaning of accidents could be weighed without her breathing in his ear.

	She passed him. The lavender trailed. The snakes resumed their quiet clicking, a new rhythm, slower, one he had not heard from them before.

	He pressed his back against the corridor wall and breathed.

	The slab of marble was moved. The stores were stacked. The bone-bird sat on his shoulder, carrying the scent of a god's weapon grinding against its chains in the dark water.

	And his hand remembered the pulse. Steady. Present. Alive.

	The work was done. What came after it was something else entirely.

	 


Chapter Eighteen: The Touch

	 

	Oil hissed on the flat cooking stone. Barley cracked as it hit the heat, and the toasted-grain scent reached Tyresius against the far wall and made his stomach clench like a fist.

	He had not eaten in days. His body had gone past hunger into the dull, gray territory beyond it, where the absence of food became another fact to manage, like the pain in his leg or the ache in his shoulder. But now, with cooking grain filling the hall, his body remembered what it had been missing and demanded it with an urgency that made his hands shake.

	He steadied them against his knees and waited.

	She chopped. He could hear the blade on stone, small, precise cuts, the rhythm of a woman who had done this ten thousand times. Herbs, by the smell. Thyme. Wild garlic. Something sharper beneath, the clean bite of mint.

	"The lentils will take longest." She stirred the pot. "The barley is nearly done."

	She set something down near him. Clay on stone, the soft scrape of a bowl placed with care. Then a second bowl, beside it.

	"Eat."

	He reached for the bowl. The clay felt warm. The barley porridge inside sat thick, heavy with oil, scattered with lentils and chopped herbs. He ate with his hands. The first mouthful hit his empty stomach like a stone dropped in still water, the warmth radiating outward, and for a moment the only thing in the world was grain and oil and salt and the animal satisfaction of a body being fed.

	He ate too fast. His stomach seized. He slowed, breathed, and took the next mouthful with deliberation.

	Across from him, she ate in silence. He could hear the restrained pace of it, the catch of breath between mouthfuls, the controlled scrape of fingers against clay. She rationed even now. Even with the stores open, the habit of scarcity governed her hands.

	He set the bowl down.

	"You grow the barley yourself."

	"Above the eastern cliff. The terraces catch the rain." Her voice sounded different in the aftermath of food, less guarded, the edges blunted by the simple chemistry of a body no longer running on empty. "My sisters built the walls. I tend the plots."

	"And the oil?"

	"The grove is older than I am. Older than the temple. The trees were here when the first priests came." A pause. The bowl scraped stone as she set it down. "I press the oil in autumn. It keeps through winter if the jars are sealed properly."

	He heard himself ask the next question before he could consider whether he should. "How long have you been alone here?"

	"The priests left first." Her voice had dropped, the way a river drops when the bed deepens. "After the... after. They could not serve in a defiled temple. The fishermen followed. The goatherds. The families. Within a season the island was empty." A pause. "My sisters come when they can. Euryale every few months. Stheno less. She does not like to see what I have become."

	The grooves worn into the stone floors answered for her. The walls smoothed by centuries of a single woman's passage. The garden of statues arranged with the careful attention of someone who had run out of living things to tend.

	"The barley is good."

	"It is barley." She set her bowl down. "It does not require praise."

	"Everything requires praise when it has been earned."

	The snakes settled. A sound he had not heard from them before, not clicking, not hissing, but something between. A quieting.

	***

	His blindfold itched.

	It had been itching for hours, the linen stiff with dried sweat and old moly residue, the fabric pulling against the scarred skin of his temples. He had been ignoring it. But now, with his body fed and his hands empty, the itch became a demand.

	"Your binding needs changing."

	He went still.

	"The linen is stiff. I can hear it crackling when you move your head." A pause. The sound of her standing, bare feet, the shift of weight, the faint brush of her chiton against her legs. "I have clean linen. And the salve I made for the scarring, the one with beeswax and calendula. It will ease the rawness."

	"You do not need to —"

	"The skin beneath will crack if it dries further. Cracked skin invites infection. Infection in the eyes invites blindness of a kind that has nothing to do with moly oil and everything to do with foolishness."

	He reached up and touched the binding. Rigid. Brittle. She was right.

	But removing the blindfold meant removing the last barrier between them that was not made of stone.

	"I will need to touch you." Her voice held steady. "Your face. To apply the salve and rebind the linen."

	His pulse shifted. He heard it in his own ears, the steady rhythm faltering, reassembling itself at a higher frequency.

	"Very well."

	She crossed the space between them. Lavender preceded her. The snakes tasted the air as she drew close, quick, flickering samples of his scent.

	She knelt. He could feel the warmth of her body before she touched him, a nearness that registered in the fine hairs of his forearms, in the change of temperature against his face.

	Her fingers found the knot at the back of his skull. The binding loosened. She unwound it slowly, each layer peeling away with a faint tearing sound, the dried moly residue crackling as it separated from his temples.

	The air hit his face.

	The sensation was immediate, cool air on skin that had been covered for days. His scarred eyes ached at the change in pressure. She traced the ridged tissue with the tips of her fingers, reading the damage the way he read a room.

	Her fingers stopped.

	"This is not scarring from weeks." Her voice had changed — stripped to something beneath the healer's pragmatism. "This is decades."

	"Forty-seven applications."

	The snakes went still.

	"You have been destroying yourself." Her voice carried the flat weight of diagnosis. "Application by application. Mission by mission. For them."

	"For the work."

	"There is no difference." Her fingers shifted on his temple, adjusting, not pulling away. "Another five applications. Perhaps fewer. And you will have nothing left."

	She applied the salve.

	The beeswax base felt cool against the raw skin, the calendula beneath it carrying a soft burn that faded into warmth. She worked it into the scarring with small, circular movements, her thumb tracing the ridge above his right eye, her fingertips mapping the hollow beneath his left.

	He was being tended. Not treated. Not healed. Tended: the way she tended her garden, her hives, her stone birds. With the patient attention of a woman who had spent centuries caring for things that could not care back.

	"I am going to rebind you now." Her hands gathered the linen. "The clean linen will be looser."

	"Wait."

	The word came out before the thought had formed.

	"I want to know what you look like."

	"You know what I look like. The archives —"

	"The archives described a species. A threat. A target." He raised his hand. Palm open. "I have spent days in a room with you and I know the sound of your breathing and the weight of your silence and I do not know the shape of your face."

	He held his hand in the space between them.

	"Let me."

	Her breathing went shallow.

	Her hand found his. Cool fingers, calloused, trembling. She guided his palm upward, past the column of her throat, past the line of her jaw, and pressed it flat against her cheek.

	His breath left him.

	Warm. Her skin felt warm — not the cold of stone, not the chill he had been promised, but living warmth. His palm mapped the plane of her cheek, the ridge of bone beneath, skin thinner than he expected, softer, carrying a faint roughness along the jaw where the scales began. They climbed toward her temple, overlapping, each one a small, distinct plate that shifted beneath his touch.

	Not armor. Not monstrosity. Texture. The way bark was texture, the way sand was texture, a surface that told a story if you knew how to read it.

	His thumb traced her lower lip. His fingertips found the bridge of her nose. The hollows beneath her eyes. The ridge of her brow, where the skin changed again, softer, unmarked, the last remnant of whatever she had been before the change. He mapped the architecture of her face the way he had mapped the slab that morning: by touch, by patience, by the slow accumulation of detail into understanding.

	The snakes found him.

	The first one brushed his wrist, a dry, smooth glide of scales that sent his pulse spiking. A second coiled around his finger, tasting his skin with a tongue so small he felt it only as a faint, damp flicker. A third settled against his forearm. They felt warm. All of them, warm, the same living warmth as her skin.

	"They like you." Her voice came ruined. Wrecked. A whisper scraped raw by something she refused to name. "They should not like you."

	"Snakes are practical creatures." His thumb rested still on her cheekbone. "They respond to what is, not to what they have been told."

	She made a sound that lived in the throat and could not decide what it was. The smallest snake curled against the back of his hand and settled there, a thin, warm line across his knuckles.

	His fingers found the place where her hair ended and the snakes began. The transition felt seamless: living serpents growing from her scalp with the same organic inevitability as the scales along her jaw. He touched the base of one and felt it press into his palm.

	"Athena called this hideous."

	Her pulse jumped beneath his palm.

	"She was wrong."

	He felt her face change beneath his hand, the tiny muscles shifting, the jaw tightening, the cheek pressing harder against his palm.

	"You do not know what I am." The words came out low, scraped thin. "The scales. The snakes. The gaze that turns living men to granite." Her breath caught. "My heart turned to stone centuries ago. There is nothing beneath your hand that is still alive."

	Her hand came up and covered his. She pressed his palm against her face and held it.

	Beneath his fingertips, her pulse beat.

	"Stone does not beat." His thumb rested on her cheekbone. "Yours does."

	She held his hand against her cheek. The snakes settled, all of them, every one, coiling against his skin with the collective weight of creatures that had decided he was safe.

	She released his hand.

	He let it fall. The air where her face had been felt colder now.

	"The binding." Her voice came almost level. Almost.

	She bound him with clean linen. Softer, looser, carrying the scent of calendula salve and the warmth of hands that had just let him hold her face. When the last knot was tied, she stood.

	She crossed the hall. He heard the scrape of clay against stone. Something lifted down from a shelf.

	She crossed back. Knelt.

	Cold metal pressed into his palm. The leather-wrapped handle. The familiar weight.

	His dagger.

	"There." She stepped back. "Now we are even."

	He turned the blade in his hand. The edge held still sharp. She had maintained it, oiled, ready. The way a soldier would.

	"We are not even," he said. "We are not close to even."

	"Then we are something else." She stood. The lavender trailed. The snakes clicked, the slow rhythm, the new one, the one he had first heard in the corridor when his hand was on her wrist. "Something the archives do not have a word for."

	She left him there, in the hall, with the dagger in one hand and the memory of her pulse in the other.

	The bone-bird stirred on its perch. The bronze feathers clinked. It carried, still, the scent of rust and deep water and the slow grinding of chains against a sea floor.

	Tyresius sat in the dark and held a blade he was no longer certain he could use, against a woman he was no longer certain was his enemy, in a war he was no longer certain was just.

	 


Chapter Nineteen: The Threshold

	 

	Tyresius sat against the wall of the upper hall and listened to the Megaron settle around him, the cooling stone ticking in the dark, the wind shifting through the broken columns, the distant percussion of the sea against cliffs that had been absorbing that particular violence for longer than Olympus had held its throne. At some point Medusa had returned to the hall and taken her place by the loom. He tracked the soft rhythm of her work, the shuttle's pass, the beater's thump, the quiet industry of a woman putting the world back in order one thread at a time.

	The dagger sat in his lap. Her pulse still lived in his fingertips. And the bone-bird slept on its perch, carrying the scent of gods and deep water, broadcasting their position to anyone with the means to listen.

	He could not stay.

	The shuttle slowed. Her breathing deepened, not sleep, perhaps, but the closest thing to rest she would allow herself while a Justicar sat six paces away with a blade in his lap. He listened until he was certain, then moved.

	The crutch posed the problem. It announced him, each tap against the stone a betrayal he could not muffle. He tucked it under his arm and shifted his weight to his good leg, using the wall as a guide, pressing his shoulder against the stone and sliding rather than stepping. Slow. Quiet. The kind of movement Artemis had drilled into him in the forests of Arcadia, when silence meant survival and a broken twig meant a lesson delivered at the end of a switch.

	His bad leg bore what it could. The bone ached, a deep, sullen protest that sharpened each time he asked more of it than the fracture had earned back. He ignored it.

	The corridor narrowed. He found the turning by the change in echo, the walls closing in, the air compressing, the scent shifting from hearth-smoke and wool to damp stone and salt. The passage that led to the eastern face of the temple, where the cliffs dropped to the sea.

	He had mapped this route three days ago during the garden circuit with Medusa. Had counted the steps, noted the turnings, filed the gradient and the texture of the floor beneath his sandals. Twenty-six paces to the first descent. Fourteen to the broken stair. Another thirty to the ledge where the wind hit full and the salt spray reached the stone.

	He was removing a threat. Himself.

	The bone-bird carried the signature of the gods, Athena's construction, laced with the same divine residue that clung to every instrument of the Citadel. And Tyresius was no different. Twenty years of moly applications, of briefings conducted in the Throne Room, of proximity to power that seeped into the bones the way salt seeped into wood. They were both signal fires, the bird and the man, burning in a dark room, pointing every interested eye on Olympus directly at the woman sleeping beside her loom.

	The logical move meant removal. Take himself and the bird off the island. Find a fishing boat, a drifting hull, a piece of wreckage that would float. Put distance between his signal and her shore. Let them chase him instead.

	He reached the broken stair.

	The stone was wet. His sandal found the first step and the sole slipped, not badly, a controlled slide, his hand catching the wall. The second step held. The third was missing entirely; his foot descended into empty air and his weight shifted before he could correct, the crutch swinging wide, his bad leg taking the impact.

	He let out a hiss, bracing himself against the wall, and breathed. Counted. Let the flare subside from white-hot to the familiar dull grind.

	The wind found him. Salt and kelp and the mineral coldness of open water. He drew close, the ledge sat near, the path down to the shore somewhere below, a route he had never walked and was planning to navigate in the dark, on one good leg, with a fracture that had just reminded him it was not finished with its objections.

	He took another step.

	The stone beneath his sandal was kelp, slick, wet, layered on the rock by the storm surge that had reshaped the eastern face of the island. His foot went out from under him. The crutch caught on a ridge and held for one breath, two, and then the wood cracked — a sharp, clean sound, the grain splitting along its length, and his only support became two pieces of driftwood in his hands and nothing beneath him but the wet rock and his own failing balance.

	He went down hard.

	His hip hit first. Then his shoulder. Then his head, the back of his skull meeting stone with a concussion that whited out his senses for a count of three. The new blindfold, still carrying the scent of her calendula salve, absorbed the worst of the impact. When the world returned it came back in pieces: the cold of the stone beneath him, the wet of the kelp soaking through his tunic, the iron taste of blood where he had bitten the inside of his cheek, and above and through all of it, the deep, grinding refusal of his left leg to participate in anything further.

	He lay on the wet rock and stared into the void and understood that he was not leaving this island.

	Not tonight. Not on this leg. Not on a path he could not see, down a cliff face remade by a storm that had been sent by a god with an interest in his death. The plan, the clean, geometric, tactically sound plan, dissolved around him like salt in rain, and what remained was a man lying in the dark, bleeding from the mouth, with a broken crutch in his hands and nowhere to go.

	The shame of it was worse than the pain.

	He had spent years crossing terrain that would kill a normal man. Had tracked targets through the ice-fields of Thrace, the volcanic ridges of Lemnos, the flooded catacombs beneath Delphi. He had done it blind, on foot, alone, with nothing but the moly and his training and the certainty that his body would not fail him because failure was not something the Citadel had taught him to survive.

	And here he was. Flat on his back on a wet rock, defeated by a staircase.

	"Twelve paces."

	Her voice came from above him, the broken stair, the passage mouth, the dry stone where the kelp had not reached. She had followed him. Of course she had followed him. She had probably been awake the entire time, listening to his careful, painfully slow progress down the corridor with the same patience she brought to everything, the patience of a woman who had learned that most problems, given enough time, resolved themselves.

	"You made it twelve paces past the stair before you fell." She counted off the distance. "I counted."

	He held his tongue, his mouth tasting of blood and failure.

	She had been awake. The whole time, every careful step down the corridor, every measured placement of the crutch, every controlled breath of a man performing stealth he no longer possessed. She had listened to all of it and let him go. Had let him try and fail on his own terms before coming to collect him.

	The shame of that was worse than the fall.

	"Where were you going, Tyresius?"

	"Away."

	"Away." The word came back to him flat, drained of the nobility he had invested in it. "Away on a fractured leg, down a cliff face you have never walked, in the dark, with no boat and no supplies and a splintered crutch."

	"The logic."

	"The logic." Her bare feet found the wet stone. She descended the broken stair with the certainty of a woman who had walked it ten thousand times, who knew where the missing step was and where the kelp began and where the stone held firm. She stopped beside him. He could feel her presence, the warmth of her, the lavender, the dry click of the snakes tasting the salt air. "Tell me the logic."

	"I am a signal. The bird carries tracking enchantments. My body carries decades of Olympian residue. As long as I am here, they can find you."

	"They already know where I am. They have always known where I am. I live on an island, Tyresius. It does not move."

	The logic of it landed on his chest like a stone.

	"The wards fell in the storm," she continued. "Hermes walked through the front door. The bone-bird comes and goes as it pleases. Olympus does not need your signal to find Sarpedon. They need your signal to justify what they do when they arrive."

	He lay on the wet rock and heard the architecture of his plan collapse the way the stair had collapsed — one piece at a time, each failure revealing the next, until what remained was the foundation and the foundation was this: he was not leaving because of tactics. He was leaving because staying meant facing what he had felt when his hand was on her face and her heart was beating against his palm and the word that described what was happening to him was a word he had not used in many years and was not prepared to use now.

	"You are not a signal fire." Her voice had shifted, quieter, stripped of the tactical edge. "You are a man with a fractured leg lying on kelp in the dark. And I am not going to stand here and watch you drown yourself in the surf to avoid a conversation."

	She reached down. Her hand found his arm, the grip firm, practical, the same grip that had hauled him through rising water in the storm. She pulled.

	He came up. Not gracefully, his leg screamed, his hip ground against stone, his shoulder protested the angle. But she had the strength and the patience and the three-century-old familiarity with dragging stubborn creatures out of situations they had put themselves in, and between her pulling and his grudging cooperation he was upright, leaning against the passage wall, his weight on his good leg and his pride somewhere on the wet rock below.

	"The crutch."

	"Broken."

	"I noticed."

	"I will make you another." She adjusted her grip, his arm across her shoulders now, her hip braced against his, taking his weight with the same matter-of-fact efficiency she brought to carrying grain sacks and moving marble slabs. "Tomorrow. Tonight you are going to walk back to the hall and sit by the fire and eat what is left of the lentils and stop trying to sacrifice yourself for a woman who has not asked you to."

	He let her lead him up the broken stair. His good leg found the steps she indicated. His bad leg dragged. Each step cost something he could hear in his own breathing, the controlled exhale that Artemis had taught him, deployed now not for stealth but for the management of a humiliation so complete it had its own weight.

	They reached the corridor. Dry stone. The scent of hearth-smoke returning, the wool and lavender and old incense of the hall ahead.

	"You knew I would try."

	"I knew you would try tonight." Her shoulder shifted beneath his arm. "You have the look of a man composing a noble exit. I have seen it before. The heroes who came to kill me sometimes tried to leave first. The ones with enough conscience to be ashamed of the errand."

	"How far did they get?"

	"Further than you."

	The words should have stung. Instead, something loosened in his chest, a knot he had been tying tighter with every step down that corridor, every careful placement of the crutch, every measured breath of a man performing competence he no longer possessed. She did not mock him. She told him the truth the way she told every truth: plainly, without decoration, with the patience of a woman who had outlived the need for tact.

	They reached the hall. She guided him to the wall, lowered him against it. His back found the stone. The fire's warmth reached his face, banked low, but present, carrying the ghost of the meal they had shared hours ago.

	She crossed to the loom, and he heard her settle onto the bench, and the shuttle resumed its pass through the warp.

	The rhythm filled the hall. The fire ticked. The wind moved through the broken columns.

	He was still on the island. He was still in her hall. The dagger sat where he had left it, on the stone beside the wall. The bone-bird slept on its perch, carrying its cargo of rust and deep water.

	He had tried to leave. His body had refused. She had carried him back.

	The choice, he understood now, had been made days ago, in the storm, in the fever, in the corridor where his hand found her wrist. What happened tonight was not a decision. It was the last attempt to outrun something that had already caught him.

	Tyresius pressed his back against the wall and listened to the sound of a woman weaving in the dark, and did not try to leave again.

	 


Chapter Twenty: The Reckoning

	 

	Morning came as sound: the shift in the wind's pitch from the low moan of night to the sharper, salt-edged hiss of a sea warming under sun. Somewhere in the ruins above the Megaron, nesting birds called to each other across stone that had been their domain for longer than his Sanction had existed. Tyresius sat against the wall where Medusa had left him and worked the problem.

	He had always worked problems this way, in silence, in stillness, the way Artemis had taught him to work a trail. You did not chase the quarry. You read the ground. You gathered what it gave you and let the pattern emerge, because evidence did not lie. Evidence did not serve a throne or shield a goddess or cover for whatever had happened on this island three centuries ago that no one on Olympus wanted examined.

	He began with what he knew.

	The Sanction had been issued by Zeus, at Athena's urging. He had been in the Throne Room. He had heard the All-Father's boredom, felt the weight of divine authority pressing him to the obsidian floor when he had dared to quote the Law in the god's own house. Self-defense is not a crime. Zeus had not cared. Zeus had pressed his seal without reading the scroll, the way a man stamps a receipt, one more problem delegated to the servant built for such things.

	And Athena. Gray-eyed Athena, who had presented the case with the precision of a general laying siege. The Gorgon of Sarpedon: a vessel of the Chrysalis, a thing that hoarded souls in stone, an abomination against the Natural Order. Not a woman. Not a citizen. A thing — a creature to be put down the way one put down a rabid dog, quickly and without the inconvenience of a trial.

	He had accepted this. He had sailed with the scroll in his pack and the weight of it had not troubled him because a Justicar did not question the Throne. A Justicar was the Throne's blade, aimed, released, retrieved.

	He pressed his thumb against the inside of his wrist. His pulse beat beneath it, steady. Then he pressed the same thumb against the memory that lived in his fingertips, her pulse, beating against his palm in the dark. The same rhythm. The same stubborn declaration of life.

	The Throne had told him she was not alive. A vessel. An empty architecture of flesh animated by curse, carrying no soul of her own.

	Her heart had said otherwise.

	He pulled the next thread.

	The Chrysalis. Athena had told Zeus that the Gorgon was preserving souls, freezing them in stone, building a reservoir that would one day be awakened. An army-in-waiting. The justification for the Sanction rested on this claim: that the stone statues in Medusa's garden were not dead but sleeping, and that the sleeping could be woken, and that the waking would be war.

	But he had heard Medusa answer this charge herself, grinding herbs in the lower chamber while he bled on her floor. An army of a goat, a poet, and forty-seven men who came to cut off my head. Centuries, and not a single statue had stirred. No witness to a restoration. No account of a waking. Nothing but a lonely woman who spoke to the dead because the living brought swords.

	If the Chrysalis was real, where was the evidence? If the sleeping army existed, why had Athena not presented a single case of a statue restored? The prophecy was a wall built around a hole, impressive at a distance, hollow at the foundation.

	He pulled another thread. This one caught.

	I was a healer. Before I was a monster.

	Before. The word that would not let him rest. The Citadel archives described the Gorgon line as a species, as though they had always been this way, as though the snakes and the scales and the killing gaze were a birthright rather than a wound. But species did not speak of a time before. Species did not say after the... after, trailing off at the edge of something they could not bring themselves to name.

	Something had been done to her. Some act of divine power had remade a mortal woman into what she was. He could feel the shape of it in the gaps, in the things she would not say, in the way her voice dropped when the sea pressed against the stone, in the flinch that ran through her body when the memory of whatever had happened surfaced and she pushed it back down.

	And her sisters. Stheno and Euryale, caught in the same curse. Why? What crime had three women committed that warranted the transformation of an entire bloodline? The archives offered nothing. The official record was a wall with no windows, and every question he pressed against it came back unanswered.

	He did not know what had happened to her. She had not told him, and he had not pressed, because a man does not pry open a wound to satisfy his curiosity when the wound is still bleeding.

	But he knew this: whoever had done it had then gone to the Throne and ensured that the victim was framed as the threat. Had rewritten the record so that the woman became the monster, the curse became the crime, and the Sanction became not punishment but prevention. A tidy solution. A closed file. And three hundred years of exile to make certain no one ever asked the woman herself.

	Athena had been afraid. He had smelled it on her in the Throne Room — the acrid, metallic scent of fear, buried beneath the olive oil and the authority. He had noted it and filed it away because fear in a goddess was unusual but not his concern.

	It was his concern now.

	A goddess who feared her own priestess. A briefing that omitted the priestess's history. A Sanction issued against a living woman under a law designed for empty vessels. And a Justicar sent to execute the only witness to whatever Athena was hiding.

	Silence is not justice.

	The first lesson. The bedrock of everything the Citadel had built in him. A Justicar who witnessed a wrong and held his tongue was not neutral. He was complicit. And a Justicar who carried out a sentence he knew to be false was not a weapon of the Law but its murderer.

	He had been silent. He had carried the scroll. He had sailed to this island prepared to end a life on the strength of a briefing he had not questioned, because questioning meant doubting, and doubting meant the system that had given him purpose — that had taken a half-blind farm boy from Thebes and forged him into something with weight and meaning — might be built on the same lie as the Sanction itself.

	The fire had gone out. The hall felt cool, the stone bleeding the night's cold through his tunic. His leg ached. His head throbbed where it had struck the stair. The blindfold carried the scent of calendula, her hands, her salve, the steady attention of a woman who tended the broken because tending was what she knew how to do.

	He had two paths.

	He could remain silent. Let the Sanction expire through inaction. Stay on the island until his body healed or did not, and let Olympus draw its own conclusions. It was the path of least resistance, the passive treason of a man who simply stopped obeying.

	But Hermes had told him what happened when the Throne grew impatient. The Kraken. Chained beneath the sea floor since the First War. If the Sanction failed, they would not send another Justicar. They would send the beast, and the beast would swallow the island and everything within a hundred leagues, and the silence he had chosen would have purchased nothing except a wider grave.

	The second path was the one that ended with his name struck from the rolls and his body broken on the Throne Room floor. He would stand before Zeus and say what the evidence demanded: the briefing was false, the Sanction was built on a lie, and the woman on Sarpedon was not a vessel or an abomination but a citizen of the mortal world, alive, with a heart that beat and a history that someone on Olympus had worked very hard to bury.

	He would demand a trial. He would present his evidence. And Zeus would either listen or he would not, and either way Tyresius would have spoken, and silence would no longer be his crime.

	A Justicar who witnessed a wrong and spoke was a dead man.

	But a dead man who had spoken was worth more than a living one who had not.

	The shuttle resumed from across the hall. She had returned, silent, giving him the privacy of his thoughts, taking her place at the loom with the patience of a woman who could read the shape of a decision in the quality of a man's breathing.

	He listened to her weave.

	Then he spoke.

	"I need to tell you something about the Law."

	The shuttle paused. One beat. Two. Then it resumed, and her voice came through the rhythm of it, steady, unhurried, the voice of a woman who had been waiting for this without knowing its shape.

	"Tell me," she said.

	 


Chapter Twenty-One: The Arrival

	 

	The loom thread snapped in her fingers.

	Medusa held the broken end and stared at it, pale wool, fraying where it had separated, the tension she had been feeding into the warp finally exceeding what the fiber could hold. She had been weaving for hours. Since before dawn, since before the conversation that had changed everything, since Tyresius had told her what the Law said about the Sanction and what the Law said about her and what the Law said about a Justicar who intended to stand before Zeus and call the execution of an innocent woman what it was.
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