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“Ah, no wonder the men of Troy and Argives under arms have suffered years of agony all for her, for such a woman.


Beauty, terrible beauty!


A deathless goddess—so she strikes our eyes!”


—Homer, The Iliad
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Chapter 1
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They said Sparta bled itself dry when Menelaus forced out the gods.

But blood remembers.

It seeps into the soil, stains the stone, clings to what remains.

And everywhere I looked, I saw it, the memory painted into everything we called home.

The scarred earth outside my window was red. The dust spiraling, lazy and sun-streaked, through the air? Red. Even the sea, churning beyond the edge of our scorched hills, bled to match it. A red so deep it swallowed the sun at dusk and spat it back out in veins of rust.

I even dreamt in red.

The air was still this morning, unnervingly so. I leaned against the balcony railing of our aging manor house, one of the few left standing, and let my eyes trace the place where land met cursed sea. 

For just a breath, I imagined I was somewhere else. Anywhere else. Somewhere with green hills and cold rivers and skies that didn’t taste like iron on your tongue.

But pretending had its limits.

Truth, like rot, always clawed its way back to the surface, rising with the monsoon floods, red as the blood they carried.

That was what it looked like when the storms swept in: the sky splitting open, red water rushing past our gates. It seeped through the stone, finding every fault, every fracture, until the walls themselves seemed to bleed. 

They said our land wasn’t always like this. Once, Sparta’s glory belonged to all of us. Until Menelaus decided it should belong to him alone. He drove out the gods and took their place. Now the only thing left shining here was his throne.

Sparta was dying.

Or maybe it was already dead, and we were too stubborn to admit it.



Because Sparta’s land wasn’t the only thing dying. We were dying . . . in more ways than one. 

If the curse the gods had left behind didn’t kill our bodies, it hardly mattered, because our spirit was dying too. 

Like the land, we were fading away more and more every day, as though our spirits were being bled into the soil. As though the weight of waiting for the end was becoming too much, and fear, slow and unrelenting, was creeping into our lungs and coaxing them still.

We weren’t screaming toward our end. We weren’t running.

We were dulling.

I watched it happen. I watched voices grow quieter, laughter stretch thinner, smiles wilt before they fully bloomed. Children who used to run, now stood. Songs that once lifted through the dusk died on dry lips.

We moved through each day like echoes.

And I felt it, sinking into the marrow of me. Our fire, the thing that made us Spartan, was dying. Flickering low. Not smote by gods. Not taken in a blaze. 

But unraveled.

I felt every thread come loose. Every light go out. We weren’t just losing our strength. We were forgetting we ever had it.

It was a splinter running through my ribs as I stared out to the distance. A quiet, aching question no one else dared ask aloud: Was this it? Was this all our lives were?

A group of children trudged past the crumbling gate below me, their footsteps dragging. I watched from the balcony, arms braced on the stone, and the weight of their suffering settled heavy in my chest.

They kept their heads lowered, shoulders curved tight as if bracing. They didn’t glance at the manor until one of the youngest, a girl with a lopsided braid and a tear in her hem, stepped out of line with a bundle of dried rushes in her arms. 

An offering for me, of course. I was Helena of Amyklai, after all. The famed beauty who was going to save them. 

She knelt, her knees pressing into the red-cracked dust, and laid the rushes down hesitantly, as if she might be punished for offering too little. The bundle was brittle and sun-bleached, plucked from a dying field, but still she arranged them carefully alongside the other offerings.

A tribute for the beauty they expected to save them . . . who would save them. 

For me.

She rejoined the group, and their feet left bloodied footprints that seeped into the earth behind them as they left, dark and ruddy, sinking into soil desperate for rain. They didn’t look back. Just walked on, shadows trailing behind them like smoke from an already burned house.



My eyes stung as I stared after them, their bodies too thin. I felt guilt that they’d walked all this way just to leave me an offering, but I would accept it, like I did all the others. Because it was the least I could do.

A sudden gust clawed at the shutters and red dust lashed my skin, hot as sparks. I closed my eyes and turned my head, used to it by now. The dust was just Sparta falling apart one heartbeat at a time. 

And I—I had only ever watched as it did so. 

Something was shifting inside me though, rising like a spark caught to kindling. A fire gathering in the hollow place where despair had only lived.

Because after tonight, I would no longer be a woman on the balcony watching my village fade and die.

Tonight . . . everything would change.

Thump. Thump. 

The pounding on my door echoed through the room, and I braced myself for the onslaught about to happen. Letting out a long sigh, I kept my gaze fixed on the sea of red dust building in the distance that signaled an oncoming storm. Calismae would come in whether I told her to or not. 

She wasn’t exactly one to wait for permission.

A second later, she did indeed sweep in like the gathering storm, her crimson robes whispering against the floor—though robes was too gentle a word for the structured folds of fabric she wore like armor. Everything she owned was red, dyed that way or stained beyond salvation. There was no use dressing in anything else, beyond our few special occasions. Not here. Not anymore.

“Gods help me,” she muttered, eyes already narrowing like I’d personally offended Olympus by existing. “You’re filthy.”

I turned toward her slowly, trying to keep in my mirth. Although under the circumstances, maybe I’d be able to get away with a little disrespect without her threatening to box my ears. The fact that it was me she called dirty in a village caked in grime had to be at least a little amusing. 

The sunlight caught the fine web of lines across her face, what she called her “wisdom marks,” as if the universe had etched truth into her skin and forgot to tell the rest of us. Her sharp blue eyes, watery but never weak, met mine with all the softness of a whetstone.

She’d been my nursemaid since I was born, although her primary role in my life the last ten years had been that of a nagging hen. 

“Off the ledge, girl,” she snapped. “I swear if I have to scrape mud from your fingernails again, I’ll shave your head and call it penance.”

I snorted, I couldn’t help it, and I completely forgot to hide the smile that followed. Too late. Her brows arched like drawn blades, glinting with the promise of consequences.



“You think it’s funny?”

“I think you’re funny,” I murmured, stepping back into the room, away from the sight of the cursed land and the threat of a storm.

“You’ll be laughing less when the king sees you and thinks you’ve been rolling with the pigs.”

“What pigs? They starved to death last spring.”

Her eyes narrowed further, as if my smart mouth was the reason for their death and not the famine that left the ground so barren that all the rain could do was run across it and leave floods and ruin in its wake.

“Let me look at you.” Calismae’s fingers dug into my arms, not cruelly but insistently.

“What are you going to do,” I asked, “when I leave today and you realize you can’t order me around anymore?”

Her mouth pursed like I’d said something obscene.

“What makes you think I won’t still boss you around after today? Queen or not, you’ll still need to listen to me,” she said, sniffing once, deeply, dramatically, like she’d caught the scent of my defiance and found it distasteful.

I rolled my eyes because I’d been a dream of a ward, but I didn’t retort. There was a tension around her eyes that wasn’t usually present. 

“Everything alright, Nana?” I asked, the old nickname rolling off my tongue. 

She didn’t answer right away.

That expression—lips tight, eyes distant, something haunted flickering in their depths—I’d only seen it once before.

And the day she wore it had changed everything.

Her gaze skimmed across my face like she was reading an omen. Her hand lifted, fingers cool and calloused as they grazed my cheekbone.

“That face,” she murmured, more to herself than to me. “I hope to gods it can save us.”

I straightened. “It better,” I said, brushing her hand away with a gentleness I didn’t quite feel. “Because I’m not leaving that castle without the crown.”

Her eyes widened slightly, but I didn’t let her interrupt. My blood felt like it had turned to fire.

“If my face won’t save us,” I added in a biting voice, “then something else will. My spine. My teeth. My will. Whatever it takes.”

I smiled, but it was the kind that came with barbs.

“I’ll burn the whole throne room down if I have to. But I’m not walking out empty-handed,” I vowed.

“Zeus, may He keep . . . don’t you dare lead with that line, Helena, or Menelaus will think we’ve raised a barbarian,” she moaned, shaking her head in despair as she stepped back. 

“Gods forbid,” I muttered, glancing around to see if anyone else was listening. If Calismae had mentioned Zeus like that out in public, she would have been punished. Though, if any barbarian existed in Sparta, it was the king. He was the one letting his people starve to death. Proclaiming himself Sparta’s new God, but withholding every gift the old gods had once bestowed.

Calismae clapped her hands, and the sound cracked through the air like a command.

Two girls burst into the chamber a breath later, their red robes billowing behind them. They skidded to a halt, faces flushed, eyes wide, like Calismae had summoned them from the Underworld itself and they were afraid she might send them back.

“What are you waiting for?” she barked. “Draw the bath before I turn to stone!”

The girls jolted into action, robes tangling at their ankles as they scurried out again. I crossed my arms and fixed her with a look. “We’ve already reached our water allowance for the week. If—”

“Hush, now,” Calismae snapped, waving a weathered hand like she could swat away drought itself. “Your mother sold her last jar of Cretan saffron and half her Mycenaean beads for this day. We are not sending you into that palace smelling, even if the rest of us may never get to bathe again.”

I blinked. “She sold her beads?”

Calismae didn’t flinch. “She offered them.”

A hollow silence yawned between us.

The Mycenaean beads, deep blue and smooth as river stones, had been a gift from my father before he’d passed. One of the only beautiful things she’d been able to keep after years of Sparta’s misfortune. A flicker of mourning slid beneath my ribs.

Calismae caught the look on my face and softened, just a little. “They were gathering dust, and your future was not,” she said. 

Our land had been stripped bare by drought and blood and time. Sparta’s once-proud rivers were now little more than withered memories, and the sea, our vast red Aegean, offered salt, occasionally some fish, but definitely not salvation.

First the water, then the beads. 

More sacrifices that added to the myriad of reasons why there was no choice but to win. 

“Tonight, you will look your best.” Calismae stepped closer, her voice resolute, thick with the kind of conviction that I’d seen make Menelaus’s priests nervous and nobles far above her station listen with trembling awe. “The other maidens will vanish in your light. They’ll be dull . . . forgettable. Now strip. If the gods won’t give you magic, you’ll go in with perfume, petals, and prayers clinging to every inch.”

She lifted a strand of my blonde hair, letting it fall through her fingers like thread. “You will shine tonight, Helena. When you step through those palace doors, no one will remember the others’ names.”



I swallowed hard, her words settling over me like armor. “I hope so.” 

She jabbed a finger at my chest. “I don’t care if the other women have more silk or more coin. They are not Helena the Beauty,” she said, her eyes gleaming. “They are not you.”

I tried to picture what it would be like tonight. 

The king’s great hall filled with noblemen with thinning hair and swollen pockets, draped in fabric finer than anything Amyklai had ever seen. King Mene­laus’s eyes would crawl over the maidens like flies, his gold-ringed fingers wrapped around goblets and favors alike.

There would be music. Perfumed air. Oil lamps that never burned out, because someone else was always there to fill them.

I imagined columns inscribed with stories older than Sparta itself, and a gilded throne in the center of it. And somewhere in the middle of it all . . . me. Not Helena of the dust. Not Helena of Amyklai. But something new. Something hungrier.

Calismae had always believed in me, maybe too much. Like my father—

No. I shoved the thought away. I couldn’t think of him.

But the memory bloomed anyway, bitter and poisonous. Blood slick on the floors. Screams echoing off the manor’s walls no matter how far I ran. The way his body had writhed, the foam at his lips tinged red.

“Helena!” Calismae snapped tensely and my gaze flickered to her, that familiar feeling of terror clinging to my skin like the smell of rotted fruit. 

The girls had returned. I hadn’t even noticed. They stood frozen with their steaming pails, watching me like I might shatter.

Gods. What had they seen in my face? The household would be whispering about it for a week.

“Stop gawking and pour the water before I die,” Calismae snipped. 

There wasn’t much staff around the manor, but the rest weren’t nearly as nervous as these girls appeared to be. Calismae wasn’t that terrifying. 

Usually.

They poured the water into the copper tub, some of it splashing to the floor again in their haste. 

Calismae moved like lightning, seizing one of the girls by the ear. The girl squeaked and went still, trembling in her grip.

“Do you know what that drop cost?” Calismae hissed, her voice a venomous whisper. “Each one is worth more than your dowry. More than your life.”

The girl’s eyes welled with tears.

I winced, not because I disagreed—in Sparta, water was more precious than gold, more precious than its citizens—but because it was one of the crueler things Calismae had said recently. And that was saying something.

Still, I liked to pretend she meant it with a certain . . . affection. The begrudging sort you offer a stray cat who repays you in scratches.

Even if, in twenty years, I’d yet to find proof of that theory.



She finally released the girl, who bolted as if she’d been shot from a catapult. The copper bucket banged against her leg as she ran, and her shoes smeared red powder across the clean floor.

“Useless,” Calismae spat, eyeing the footprint with a sneer stretched across her face. Her gaze snapped to me. “Get in the tub!”

“Yes, ma’am,” I muttered, peeling off my red silk sleeping gown and letting it slide to the ground like spilled wine. I lifted my leg to step into the basin . . . and paused.

A thin film of red dust floated on the water’s surface. “No,” I whispered in horror, gesturing toward the tub. In my mind, I was already counting the cost.

Three full jugs of water to fill it halfway. Maybe four. That was nearly a week’s ration gone in a single morning. And to replace it?

My fingers curled at my sides. 

Calismae growled and rubbed a weathered hand down her face, muttering something decidedly unholy under her breath.

“Slop out the dirt and bring another bucket to rinse her,” she ordered one of the girls still lingering by the door. Her voice held the tight edge of panic.

Panic. From Calismae. My spine went taut. She never panicked. Not when the fields first dried up. Not when the Dread took ten villagers in one night . . . Never. Until now, apparently.

And yet . . . I understood.

It had been three years since Cynisca, the Queen of Sparta, had died, suddenly and without warning. In Sparta, a queen was not born, but chosen, tested in a series of trials that every village sent one woman to face. 

Amyklai had chosen me to represent them. 

We’d all been waiting for the king to finally announce the Trials. And now that the day had come, after years of held breath and dried wells, everything had to be perfect. No stains. No tangles. No excuse for me to be overlooked or rejected.

Because whatever happened in that palace tonight, it wouldn’t just be my fate on the line. It would be the fate of my entire village.

The new water was steaming hot when it came, and I hissed as I slid down into its depths, letting the heat bite my skin. It felt like I was sitting in guilt. Like I’d stolen it from the throat of the thirsty.

“Wait!” Calismae lunged forward and snatched my hair up before it could sink below the surface. “We’ll leave it unwashed. It will curl better and last longer for the journey.”

Another bucket thudded onto the tiles. “Don’t spill a single drop of that,” she growled, and the girl’s hands trembled as she poured.

My gaze drifted to the window, to the far-off black silhouette of King Menelaus’s castle. A jagged shadow against the sky. The Twisted Forest curled around it like a crown of thorns, bare trees with gnarled limbs that reached toward the heavens, as if in mourning. Or warning.

How ironic.



A fortress protected by nature itself, even though no one in Sparta was foolish enough to try to get in when the whole place was soaked in ruin. The only people who wanted to go toward that kind of power were the desperate. 

Like me. 

“Give me your hand,” Calismae ordered, startling me back to the present.

She examined my fingernails, shaking her head and clucking her tongue in outrage. “Have you been digging in the dirt?”

I sighed and held in my eye roll. “Yes, that’s exactly what I did this morning. Dug through the dirt with my bare hands before the gods opened their eyes.”

Calismae made the sign of Hades in the air, scandalized. “You blaspheme, Helena. Don’t bring them into this.”

I bit down on my lip, watching as she glanced out the window as if she expected Zeus Himself to appear in the clouds.

It was a futile hope though, dreaming of them returning. 

Menelaus would never allow that. 

“Chin up,” Calismae griped, scrubbing beneath my jaw like she expected to uncover a hidden layer of filth I’d been hoarding there since infancy. She worked the rag with military precision, her expression pinched, like my pores’ existence was the worst thing she’d ever been witness to.

“Leave some skin on my body, will you?” I teased, wincing as she attempted to rub every freckle off. 

She tossed the rag into the basin with a wet slap, not even dignifying my complaint with a response. “Finish up and get out. Time is short.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I’m telling you, you’re going to miss this. Ordering me around.”

Her scowl deepened, and I reached for the rag immediately. Apparently, jokes were not allowed today.

The balcony doors suddenly slammed open, banging against the walls as a gust of wind shrieked through the air. In came the cursed red dust, fine as flour and angry as ash. I barely had time to flinch before Calismae shoved my head under the water like a priest performing a very aggressive baptism, gripping my hair so it was the only part of me not submerged. 

My mouth opened in shock . . . and promptly filled with soap and near-death.

I surfaced a heartbeat later, gasping like a fish gutted too soon. “By the gods—”

“Close those doors!” Calismae bellowed, ignoring my choking. “If this bath is ruined, I swear I’ll have your hides drying on the line by nightfall, and you can sleep in the corpse pits till winter solstice!”

One of the girls scrambled to obey, nearly knocking over a pitcher in her rush. The door slammed shut, but it was too late. The water had turned murky again, streaked with grit and silt, like I’d been soaking in a vat of rust or ancient blood.

I blinked at the damage. Streaks of red clung to my skin, smeared across my arms and chest like war paint. I’d been drowned and dusted like a side of meat. Even this, just getting ready, had become a struggle. A testament to how far we’d fallen. When even a bath became a battlefield . . . 

Calismae muttered something vile under her breath as she yanked me up by the elbow, dripping and dazed. She gave the water a murderous glance, as if she could beat it back into clarity with willpower alone. “Forget another rinse. We don’t have time for a fresh fill,” she growled, using a linen cloth to wipe the red stains off me. 

“Ow!” I yelped as Calismae yanked a comb through my hair. “You know, if you rip it all out, there won’t be anything left to braid.”

Calismae sniffed and tugged even harder, muttering about knots and sacrilege. I winced and wrapped the rough fabric tighter around myself, trying to imagine a world where getting your hair combed wasn’t a form of corporal punishment.

A guttural blast throbbed through the air, pressing against every surface until it seemed to come from everywhere at once. 

I froze. Calismae’s comb slipped from her fingers and hit the floor with a clatter. The windows shook and the nearest oil lamp stuttered, then went out, smoke curling toward the ceiling like a dying breath.

Calismae’s hand stayed twisted in my braid, fingers stiff, knuckles white. She trembled against my scalp, and I felt the moment she stopped breathing. Not from panic . . . but from knowing.

A second blast surged through the manor . . . louder this time, stretched too long like it hated the silence between. I gasped, my knees buckling, and I reached blindly, my fingers clutching at the edge of Calismae’s robes. She didn’t shake me off. She didn’t move at all.

I knew that sound. Gods. Everyone did.

It was sewn into the marrow of every Spartan bone.

The Aetherthorn. One of the last pulses of the gods’ magic, repurposed by Menelaus into something far worse . . . a weapon of obedience.

Its cry unfurled through the walls like smoke, like shadow, slithering under doors and into lungs, threading through skin and soul.

With it came the pull.

Not a sound anymore, but a sensation. A force. An invisible thread jerked tight beneath my ribs, yanking at the blood that pulsed just beneath my skin. My whole body seized with it. I wasn’t moving yet . . . but something inside me was.

That call couldn’t be ignored. Not by anyone born on Spartan soil.

Every Spartan, from the highest noble to the lowest gutter-born, had given a drop of blood to the Aetherthorn of their village at birth. It was our tradition. Our law. Our curse. 

Across the room, one of the girls dropped the armful of linens she’d been folding. Her hands hovered in the air, fingers twitching like she didn’t know how to use them anymore. The other girl staggered back from the hearth, knocking over a basin that echoed too loud in the sudden silence. Her eyes were wide, her lips moving soundlessly—praying, maybe, or cursing.



Neither of them moved toward the door. But neither of them stood still either. They hovered in that strange, breathless place between flight and surrender.

Beyond the room, footsteps stuttered in the corridor. A shout. Something fragile hit the ground and broke. The kind of chaos that only came when everyone felt the same fear and didn’t know where to put it.

And still, the pull throbbed inside me. Toward it. Like the Aetherthorn was under the floor. Like it had teeth, and it had already bitten down.

“Gods preserve us.” Calismae staggered against the wall, one hand braced on the stone, the other curled into a claw against her side. Her breath rasped in her throat. She was trying to resist the pull, teeth bared in fury rather than fear, but her shoulders were trembling.

Growling, she let go and snatched a robe from the peg beside the hearth, throwing it around my shoulders.

“Today of all days,” she spat.

“Why is it calling now?” I gasped. The words burst out of me, ragged and too loud. “What’s happening?”

Calismae shook her head. “Move.”

“But—”

“Now, Helena.”

There was no room for argument in her voice. No softness. No motherly patience.

She stalked toward the door and I stumbled after her, pulling the robe tighter around my frame. It was made of thin wool, barely enough to hold out the chill that was seeping into me, not from the wind, but from something deeper. Something colder.

We moved through the halls of the manor in silence, our footsteps muffled against the stone. The air felt thick. Not just with dust, but with tension. Each corridor felt narrower than the last, each turn more suffocating.

We passed a window. The glass was thick with grime, streaked red from the dust storms that never stopped whispering over Sparta’s bones. I turned my head, just enough to glimpse the outside.

Shapes moved. Dozens—no, hundreds—of blurry figures funneling past the manor, all heading in the same direction like leaves pulled by a current.

Calismae’s grip on my arm was iron. She wasn’t guiding me . . . she was dragging me, and I was barely keeping pace.

The third call was coming.

It pressed against the edges of my awareness like a wave preparing to crash. My body was already bracing for impact—shoulders tight, lungs aching, every muscle coiled like I could somehow outrun a sound.

Because once the third cry came, it would be done. The spell sealed. The choice gone.

And we would all obey and come to heel.

Whether we wanted to or not.







Chapter 2
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The third call vibrated up through the stone and into my spine. My body locked. The ground seemed to tense beneath me, like the creature behind the sound was curled somewhere deep below.

The compulsion pressed down on my shoulders, dragging me forward step by step. I tried to resist it . . . I always did. When I was younger, I thought if I clenched my jaw hard enough, if I braced my legs, if I just wanted it badly enough, I could hold on to my will.

The Aetherthorn compelled with magic though. And I definitely wasn’t strong enough to resist that. 

My toes cut shallow prints into the red dust as we stepped through the manor gates and into the light.

I squinted against it, the morning sun already high, pressing down on my face like the flat of a hot hand after the manor’s dim corridors. I lifted one hand to shield my brow, breath still tight in my throat, heart pounding . . . not from exertion, but from the unbearable stillness pressing down over the city.

Everything was wrong.

The road ahead was full of bodies. Silent. Shuffling.

People spilled from every gate and doorway, men still pulling on robes, women with half-braided hair, children gripping their mothers’ skirts. All of them walking the same direction, heads low, mouths clamped shut. Not out of choice though.

That was the Aetherthorn’s other cruelty.

Once it made its final call, it demanded silence.

I took another step, then another, the pull steady now, threaded through my veins like it had always lived there. My eyes flicked to the side, searching the crowd without meaning to. Looking for a sign. A face. A reason.

They were looking too.



At me.

Even in fear, even under a spell, their eyes followed me like a body caught in orbit.

A woman in a soot-streaked apron stumbled mid-step as I passed. A boy gawked so hard his mother tugged him forward by the wrist. An old man moving in the shadow of a shuttered stall turned his head to follow me, his mouth slightly open, eyes wide with something that looked like awe.

They couldn’t speak. But their stares screamed loud enough.

I felt their awe crawling across my skin. I’d never get used to it.

The weight of it. The way their silence made it worse . . . no whispered comments, no feigned indifference. Just that bare, hungry look. Like I wasn’t one of them. Like I was something other, moving among mere mortals.

I pulled the robe tighter around myself, though I knew it was useless. The fabric clung to the curve of my waist, to the line of my neck. 

The Aetherthorn’s call echoed again and my skin prickled.

Calismae shot me a look, her face drawn tight with irritation and judgment. She couldn’t speak, but her lips moved anyway, muttering her fury in silence. Likely about waste.

Of water. Of time. Of hope. She had plenty to choose from.

I looked down at my feet.

The red dust was already clinging to my freshly scrubbed skin, streaking my ankles, packing into the lines of my soles. The grit rasped with every step, grinding against the tender spots still pink from the bath.

The dusty air clung to my damp body like a second robe. Sweat had begun to gather in the bend of my elbows and the small of my back, tracing a slow path down my spine that caught every fleck of dirt it met on the way. My hair was plastered to the back of my neck, loose strands sticking to my cheek, and the ends were already collecting dust. Blonde gone copper red at the edges.

It made something in my chest twist.

All that effort to prepare me for the Trials . . . and now I was trudging through filth.

I caught my reflection for a flicker of a moment in a darkened shop window, my skin blotched with grit, my robe hanging limp off one shoulder. 

Still . . . my face was my face. So, the citizens stared.

Their eyes followed me even as their feet obeyed the call. Even as fear hollowed their features, they looked. Beauty like mine demanded witness, or at least that was what I’d been told. My long, shiny hair, my unblemished, flawless skin, my unnatural eyes . . . they were a compulsion that forced their gazes no matter the circumstances. 

Peering beyond their stares, I tried to see farther into the agora and what version of Tartarus awaited us there. But the square remained just out of view, hidden by the curve of the road and the looming shapes of buildings that had never felt so tall . . . or so silent.



The air thickened with each step. The kind of building pressure that wrapped around your ribs and tightened, like a hand bracing to squeeze.

I scanned the sky, the rooftops, the faces ahead of me. The sun above burned too bright . . . like a god’s eye fixed on us from the heavens, watching with silent condemnation. 

A gust of wind stirred the dust, lifting it into lazy spirals that danced across the path. It stung my eyes and clung to the sweat drying on my skin. I blinked hard, trying to focus as we rounded the bend and the agora opened before us like a wound, raw and pale beneath the sun.

At its center stood what remained of a statue once done in Zeus’s likeness, broken clean at the waist, a jagged stump of marble jutting toward the sky.

Once, the tile around it had shimmered with gold, cobalt, and deep green. Amyklai’s pride, captured in glass. Now, all that remained was red . . . and the faded echo of a god’s face where the symbol of our strength had once glared out.

A platform had been raised in front of the broken statue, and on it stood Amyklai’s ephor, Nikandros.

Even from a distance, the sight of him turned my stomach.

His armor was too clean, his cloak too fine for a man who claimed to serve a dying city. He stood as though the ruin around him existed only to frame his importance. Like decay itself bowed to him.

Nikandros had ruled over Amyklai almost as long as the king had ruled over Sparta, a serpent disguised as a servant. He’d been the king’s tax collector at first, a man who could wring coin from a corpse and gratitude from the widow left behind. 

Menelaus had eventually put him into power . . . probably because Nikandros was as cruel as he. 

Nikandros’s reputation came from whispers, all of them sour and firmly ensconcing him as the worst of Sparta. But what I knew of him was simpler. Beneath the greed and cruelty, his eyes had always lingered on me too long. Especially after I’d been chosen to represent Amyklai. It was as though the king’s claim on me had only whetted his appetite, turning his lust into something even fouler. 

He lifted a hand as though the crowd wasn’t already perfectly quiet. His voice carried easily through the thick, dry air. “I have gathered you today because this is a fortuitous day for our village—one that will be remembered in Amyklai’s history. Today, our devotion will be seen and our loyalty rewarded.” He let the words settle, his gaze sweeping across the crowd before finding me. “Today, our own champion departs to earn the heart of the king and bring prosperity and wealth to us all.”

Nikandros smiled, an indulgent curl of his lips. “Our champion,” he proclaimed, the words dripping from his tongue. “Helena of Amyklai.”

He gestured grandly, and the Hippeus shifted in unison, their bronze masks expressionless as they turned toward me, spears lifting in perfect, silent threat.



Disgust clawed up my throat before I could swallow it down. The sight of them, the king’s most elite enforcers, was almost worse than the man in our village who commanded them.

Almost worse. 

Because I’d just realized he’d compelled us all with the Aetherthorn not to warn us, not to protect us, but to summon the people for this.

A ceremony.

One he could have called with a single word, had there been any respect left in him at all.

The thought curdled in my chest. It shouldn’t have surprised me though. Such a thing should have been expected from Nikandros. If he was going to have to honor me, he would make sure that I, and all of the village, knew who was still in control. He’d have me appear half-dressed, dirt whipping against the very beauty I needed most for the Trials . . . just so I’d remember that even when chosen by the king, I still answered to him.

Nikandros’s gaze swept over me. “Come, Champion. Let your people see what devotion looks like.”
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As I stepped forward, their heads turned and their faces lifted. Their gazes were silent and greedy and wide, searching for a sign that I could win and save them all. I forced a confident smile, as if I could press hope into them with nothing more than the curve of my mouth.

The wind suddenly turned violent, a lash of it sweeping through the gathered bodies. 

Red dust whipped into the crowd like thrown daggers. A few gasps and cries broke the unnatural silence as people shielded their faces, their cloaks flapping like torn sails. 

My eyes caught on the base of the platform, where something massive shifted in the shadows. I followed the shape upward. Slowly. Reluctantly . . . to the cage.

It was a rusted mass of bars, bolted directly into the platform’s spine. Metal scabbed over with old blood and blackened prayer runes. And inside—

It.

The Aetherthorn.

My gaze crawled up its coiled form: the heave of ribs, the sick twitch of muscle fighting itself. Its gray hide flexed with every breath, puckered with old wounds, the red light slicking across it like oil on stone.

My heart stumbled and my feet almost stumbled with it as I ascended the steps of the platform. 

I couldn’t look away.

The Aetherthorn didn’t look majestic—or even monstrous. It looked broken.

Thick limbs ended in yellowed claws that scraped the cage floor in uneven rhythm, a sound like teeth grinding on rust. Its black wings were bound tight with copper chains, completely useless. There was nothing more tragic than the way they moved, not quite limp, not quite still.

Hopeful.

As though some part of the beast still believed it might one day fly again.

Its eyes were twin orbs of milky white, each one cut through by an old gash, and they stared straight ahead, as if they were searching for a future long since torn away. Two short, wrinkled trunks coiled before its muzzle, twitching restlessly, scenting the filled square.

Sparta blinded its Aetherthorns after capture. A cruelty paraded as control. As if stealing their sight could sever their power—or make them forget what they were born to do.

Another deep, shuddering exhale rattled the bars of the cage, and I struggled not to flinch as the sound rolled outward—and with it, the silence broke. Breath rushed back into the crowd, gasps and cries spilling free as though the creature had drawn the fear from our chests and then released it again. The metal groaned, and I couldn’t tell if it was from the beast . . . or the weight of our collective fear.



I forced my legs to move, each step scraping through the red dust that clung to everything it touched. As I climbed the platform, the air grew heavier, thicker, until it felt like breathing through ash.

When I reached the top, I turned slightly, scanning the sea of faces below until I found Calismae. She stood near the front, her chin lifted, her expression hard. When our eyes met, she gave a single, crisp nod that was actually a silent command. Stand straight. Show them who you are.

I obeyed.

Nikandros spread his arms in theatrical grace. “Behold,” he said in a voice slick with pride. “We have been favored with a beauty that surpasses any other in Sparta. Surely through her, Amyklai will rise again.”

A murmur surged through the crowd, awe and envy and something else. Not quite hope, more like a grasping faith, a desperate belief that if I succeeded, they might be saved along with me.

I stood beside Nikandros, my hands clasped before me so tightly my knuckles whitened, every muscle in my body straining against the urge to move. To reach for him. To tear that smug, sanctimonious smile from his face and make him choke on the blood he’d spilled in the name of the gods he’d betrayed.

“The gods will return!” a voice suddenly cried, ringing through the square like a prophecy. “Tell our king their silence is not surrender!”

A shocked hush swept through the gathered bodies, a single, shivering breath drawn all at once. The Hippeus shifted, metal scraping as they searched for the source. 

Nikandros’s head snapped toward the crowd. “Who said that?” he roared, the veneer gone from his tone. “Who dares insult our king?” 

No one answered.

The crowd shifted uneasily, the sound of movement spreading like wind through dry grass. Faces turned away, eyes dropped to the ground. One by one, they stepped back, creating a widening circle in the sea of bodies. Each desperate to prove their innocence by distance alone.

The air thickened with fear as a woman was revealed.

My mouth dropped in surprise when I saw Thalessa, the town healer. 

Her gray hair had come loose from its braid, strands catching the light as she stood, unflinching, in the center of the agora. Her hands trembled, but her chin was high. “The gods have not abandoned us,” she said in a steady voice. “It is we who turned our backs first. It was we who helped the king push them away. They will return. And when they do, they’ll remember who cursed their name.” Her gaze went to me. “You must not make that mistake.” 

Another ripple of gasps broke through the crowd. I felt my stomach drop, a sick, spiraling weight pulling me under.

Nikandros’s smile curled, ugly and thin. “Seize her.”



The Hippeus moved at once, bronze-faced and wordless, closing around Thalessa like a trap. Hands wrenched her arms behind her back. Her satchel hit the stones with a dull thud, herbs spilling like secrets.

“How dare you profane this day,” Nikandros said, his voice carrying across the wind. “On the very hour we celebrate our champion and Amyklai’s future, you choose defiance? Let all see the price of such insolence.”

“No,” I breathed, useless against the power he commanded.

I couldn’t move though. Not now. Every instinct begged me to lunge, to claw, to drag him from his pedestal and feed him to his own men . . . but I had nothing to fight with except a promise I hadn’t yet earned. The Trials were why I was leaving. For this. For her. If I broke now, he won. If I broke now, there would be no change, only another spectacle.

One of the Hippeus uncoiled their whip.

The crack split the air.

The first lash tore through Thalessa’s tunic and the skin beneath, opening a long red smile across her back. She staggered but didn’t fall. Blood welled in beads, then ran, bright against the dust. The second stroke crossed the first where welts were rising up, the edges already swelling, raw and wet. By the third, threads of fabric clung to the wounds, and every breath she took was a shudder.

She didn’t scream. A sound rose from the crowd instead, a helpless moan, quickly swallowed. The taste of iron flooded my tongue as I held my tears back. I forced my spine straight, Calismae’s command still living in my body. Stand tall.

I would do nothing today that gave Nikandros one more excuse to break her, or anyone else.

But I watched. I counted each strike. And I vowed that when I got to Mene­laus’s palace . . . I would remember.

Chains scraped and metal groaned as the Aetherthorn shifted, its shackles dragging across the ground like a warning. Each clank twisted my spine tighter. The sound of the chains together with the sound of the whip became a grotesque duet: submit, submit, submit.

They hauled Thalessa upright when she began to falter. Her head drooped . . . but then, inch by inch, her chin rose.

Defiant.

Even through the blood and gashes, something in her still burned. A flickering, furious ember that refused to be stamped out.

Thalessa’s gaze moved over the crowd, as if searching for someone . . . and then she found me.

Her eyes locked with mine, even as her body shuddered with every lash. She wasn’t begging. She wasn’t afraid. She wasn’t asking to be saved.

Thalessa saw me, and in that endless second, I felt the weight of everything she could no longer say.

Don’t look away. Don’t forget. This must end.



I nodded, barely. Not enough to draw attention. But enough for her to see.

I won’t lose. I won’t fail Amyklai. I swear it. 

A tear slid down her cheek, carving a line through the red dust like blood on marble.

She raised her fist, and a gasp tore through the crowd.

“No matter what you do,” she cried, her voice pained but defiant, “they will come back.”

The words didn’t just echo. They cracked across the agora like Zeus himself had hurled them to the earth. For a single, suspended heartbeat, Amyklai forgot to breathe.

I saw the glint of steel a second before one of the soldiers grabbed Thalessa’s jaw with brutal force, yanking it open so hard her neck twisted. The dagger rose, flashed once more, and came down hard. 

There was a spray of red and a choking gurgle. The dagger came away crimson, and the small, ruined shape of her tongue hit the stones with a sickening thump.

I flinched, my stomach lurching. Below me, someone gagged. Another choked on a sob. Hands flew up to mouths, to eyes, but no one moved forward. Mercy was treason here.

“You will spend your life in the cells in silence, katàratos,” Nikandros hissed as blood poured from Thalessa’s mouth in thick, glistening waves, vivid against the red dust. She tried to gasp, but what came out was a wet, broken rasp, air bubbling through blood, catching on the mangled sounds of what had once been a voice. 

“Take her away,” he barked. “See that she lives to suffer her punishment.”

They moved on his word. Two soldiers seized her by the wrists, the same hands that had held the whip now hauling her forward. Her feet trailed, heels scraping the stone, and for a breath I thought she might fall. But she did not. She kept her chin up, eyes half-closed, as if saving what dignity she had left for something private and stubborn inside her.

They reached the archway and passed out of sight, and for an instant I allowed myself to imagine her standing again, only a little straighter, when the cell door shut. Then I wiped my face with the heel of my hand and looked up at Nikandros.

His jaw worked. His expression was smug and small. Around him, the crowd breathed as if waking from a fever. A few hands clapped, tentative, ashamed. Most of them only watched, as if the act had been a lesson graven into their ribs.

I kept my face still and my voice closed. My eyes locked with Calismae’s again across the crowd, her expression cutting through the haze of dust and fear. There was sorrow there, but something harder beneath it, steady, resolute, the kind of strength that refused to break even when everything else did. Her lips formed a single word. Remember.

“Take that as a warning to all who dare defy the king. He is your god,” Nikandros shouted, his voice slicing through the crowd like the blade had through Thalessa’s tongue. “And this will be your fate if you forget that.”



Nikandros turned to face me, his gaze sweeping over my figure like a man assessing a prize he already owned. “I wish you well, Helena,” he said smoothly. “Go and charm the king. Win his favor, win his crown.” He leaned forward and I had to stop from flinching as his lips brushed my skin. “But hear me now. If you fail . . . you will be my wife.”

My eyes dropped to the xiphos at his hip, a short, cruel blade polished to a mirror’s gleam. I wondered how long it would take to pull it free, how deep I’d have to drive it to stop the smirk from ever gracing his lips again.

When my gaze rose to meet his, he was already smiling. A knowing curl of the mouth that told me he’d read the thought like an open page. “You’re dismissed, Champion,” he said softly, his breath an insult to my nose.

The words slid over me like grease. My stomach twisted, heat and disgust rising together. I continued to keep my face still and my body rigid, though every muscle still screamed to strike him. Instead, I inclined my head the barest fraction, the motion small enough to pass for respect, and I slowly walked off the platform. I didn’t have the power to stop him today, but someday I would.

I felt his eyes digging into my back with every step. 

“Come, child. We must get you cleaned up again and ready,” Calismae said as she hurried toward me. Her voice was barren, stripped of warmth, stripped of grief. As if the horror we’d just witnessed hadn’t reached her at all.

But I saw through it.

I saw the way her jaw clenched too tightly. The glassy sheen in her eyes that never quite blinked away. She wasn’t cold or heartless. She was surviving.

Just like the rest of us. Smothering the scream inside before it could rise. Wearing the mask Sparta demanded.

Calismae pretended not to see the tremor in my body, when usually she wouldn’t allow it. She didn’t flinch when I wiped at the angry tears gathering in my eyes. I would give myself a small moment to feel, but when the moment was gone, all that remained would be sharpened steel.

The Trials were coming. And I would meet them with every ounce of fury and fire they’d tried to bleed out of me.

I turned, but not before I took one last look at Nikandros and the blood that stained the ground where Thalessa had been tortured.

Searing it into my memory, I made a shrine of it in my chest. Let it stand as proof that I would never look away again. 

I followed Calismae out of the agora, each step heavy with the weight of what I’d witnessed, what I’d sworn. Eyes tracked me, rimmed red from weeping, shining with fear they dared not voice. The crowd parted, but slowly, like they weren’t sure I wasn’t a specter risen from the dead, and I met their stares head-on and nodded.

Promising . . . vowing . . . that I would save them.

The wind swept behind me, erasing every trace of my path as if I’d never walked it. As if I were nothing. 



But I was not nothing. I was not gone.

Sparta could try to scrub away my footsteps, bury my name, drown my voice. But I would not be silenced.

Let the wind take my prints. I would carve something greater in stone.

I was going to win.

For Thalessa.

For Calismae.

For everyone in my village who’d been forced to survive a life that should have been lived.

I would become Sparta’s queen.

And I would make it a kingdom worth surviving.







Chapter 3
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I stood before the mirror, my breath held, my spine straight. My heart was a storm, but I didn’t let it bleed onto my face. 

Anger roiled beneath my skin, untempered and clawing . . . but my reflection was flawless. Calismae had somehow managed to scour the red dust and sweat from my body. My hair had been twisted into glossy submission, gold curls tumbling over my shoulders like silk, laced with braids so precise they could’ve been spun by a goddess who’d grown tired of war and turned her hands to beauty instead.

And I wore white.

Not just white—pure, searing white. The dress fell in clean lines, fabric gathered and fastened high at one shoulder, the rest flowing in heavy folds that seemed to shimmer like water when I moved. Across it, a single crimson sash cut from shoulder to hip, a slash of defiance vivid as blood on snow. The only rebellion I let them see.

It made my olive-toned skin glow like gold struck by lightning.

Let the king look. Let him try to ignore me.

He wouldn’t.

I would give him no room to see anyone else.

I stared into the mirror, into emerald-green eyes that had been outlined with kohl and calculation. My lips were tinted the shade I imagined the king’s roses must be—the only flowers left in Sparta. A silent challenge painted across my mouth.

Every line of me had been born to hold his gaze. Every curl, every fold of cloth, every shadow and shimmer was a trap disguised.

The priests had called my beauty a gift when I was still small enough to be cradled. Said Aphrodite herself had marked me with favor before Menelaus had cast her out. I had been called Helena the Beauty for as long as I remembered.



But I knew better.

Beauty was no gift. It was a tool.

It wasn’t meant to be loved. It was meant to be wielded.

Like the poetry I’d choked down until I bled the verses in my sleep. Like the drills I’d run in red dirt, hour after hour, until my muscles obeyed before thought could form, so that I’d be ready no matter what the Trials threw at me.

Amyklai hadn’t raised a girl.

It had sculpted a siren in a drought-struck land.

And tonight, I’d make them thirst.

Calismae’s voice sliced through the drumbeat of my heart. “Listen to me, child.”

I didn’t turn. I wasn’t sure what she’d see, what she’d call the thing boiling under my skin. The hunger. Not for food or comfort, but for reckoning. For something that burned when it should have bled.

Her hand closed around my chin, fingers firm as a vice as she dragged my face toward hers.

“Nana,” I said, barely a breath. But my voice didn’t waver.

And for one fragile moment, her armor slipped. The harsh lines of her face sagged. The steel in her spine bent. I saw the woman beneath the keeper, the one who’d weathered every year, every offering, every scream. She looked smaller. Frayed.

“You must not show them you’re afraid,” she said urgently. Not a plea exactly. More like a command born from desperation.

Her eyes never landed on mine. They moved over me instead, brow to chin, cheek to lip, as though searching for fractures in a statue.

It felt like inspection. No . . . like inventory. Like she was counting the parts of me Amyklai had forged into weaponry.

“Since the day I was first brought here,” she murmured in a voice so soft I nearly missed it, “when you were just a babe in your mother’s arms, I’ve wondered whether it was a curse or a blessing.”

My stomach tightened, my breath catching in my throat. “What was?” I asked. 

Her fingers trembled but didn’t fall away. “That face, child.”

I froze.

Her hand was still on my skin, but her mind had drifted . . . far past the mirror and the rouge and what was waiting outside this room. She wasn’t thinking of crowns or Amyklai’s ambitions. Not of queens or of victory.

She was thinking of me.

Her gaze held mine, and in it I saw every version of me she’d tried to shape—blade, siren, shadow—and underneath that, the child I’d once been. The one she’d bathed and dressed and disciplined. The one she’d loved.

“I thought if we used it right,” she whispered, “it might keep you alive.”

“It will,” I reassured her. “And when I win, it will be because of you. Because you helped me prepare for this day.”

Like it hurt to let go, she dropped her hand. “I—” Calismae began.



Bang. Bang. 

The knock came hard and the door groaned open a heartbeat later without permission. A girl crept inside, eyes wide, shoulders hunched like she expected to be slapped for her intrusion.

“What do you think you’re doing, girl?” Calismae snapped, her sorrow vanishing so fast I almost doubted I’d seen it. Any grief was gone as her mask locked back in place. The sharp voice I’d grown up under cracked through the air, clipped and scolding.

“I—I’m sorry, mistress,” the girl stammered, staring at the floor like it might open up and save her. “My lady is waiting. She says you’re late. You must hasten.”

Calismae let out a sigh through her nose, a sound like wind over crushed stone. The lines on her face, so soft with pain a moment ago, creased into something harder, something that reminded me of the trenches left in dry earth after the rains stopped.

She turned to me with a flick of her hand, quick and dismissive. “Well? What are you waiting for? Move.”

“Yes, Nana,” I said, the word catching in my throat, strained and unwelcome as I grabbed my cloak and slipped it over my shoulders. 

For half a second, her expression faltered again. A twitch at the corner of her mouth. A breath that didn’t come. Then she turned on her heel, robes flaring like a banner unfurling, and swept from the room with the clipped, battle-ready stride of a woman who’d survived too much to let emotion weigh her down.

I followed.

But my steps were slower . . . heavier. They didn’t echo, they thudded. A dull, dragging rhythm, like the beat of a funeral march muffled by distance. Or maybe just disquiet.

I wouldn’t walk these halls as this version of me ever again.

I would either become a queen, or return a failure. 

The air was filled with the scent of oil and old incense, clinging to the walls like breath trapped in stone. The red limestone beneath my feet had been scrubbed raw this morning—three times, I’d bet, judging by the broom strokes still etched into the dust. Precise little grooves. As if order could be swept into permanence.

Fine crimson grains puffed up around my ankles as I passed though, reaching for me. Hungry things, desperate to cling to skin and silk, to leave their mark. They tried to catch the hem of my dress, to stain me, claim me . . . keep me here. 

But not today. 

I rounded the final column, and there it was—our okhèma waiting at the end of the walkway. Its twin wheels stood still, lacquered wood catching the light. And beside it . . . her.

My mother. 

Straight-backed. Unmoving. A statue created not to honor, but to unnerve. Intimidation shaped in flesh and bone.



Apprehension curled in my gut and bit down hard . . . with teeth. One look at her silhouette, and I could always count on feeling sick. 

A grating growl shattered the stillness, followed by a loud, wheezing snort. 

One of the servants flinched as a jergin yanked against its harness. Red dirt exploded up beneath its clawed feet, swallowing the boy in a plume. When it cleared, he looked like he’d been dipped in blood-wine and left to dry . . . his formerly golden hair now a dull russet crown of grit.

I winced on his behalf, but some small, irreverent part of me noted that if nothing else, he looked like a cautionary tale painted in red.

Calismae didn’t have to speak. Her disapproval rolled off her like a thunderclap no one else seemed to hear, loud and invisible and meant for me alone. She hated when I let anything slip in front of others, especially in front of the servants. Emotion was weakness, even if it was mirth. And weakness had no place in a weapon.

At least not in front of anyone but her. 

Calismae’s gaze slid to me . . . and the slight smile on my lips didn’t stand a chance.

It didn’t take much effort to smother it though. This wasn’t a day for amusement. Not with so much on the line . . . not with what had happened to Thalessa.

The jergins snarled again, their eyes gleaming with something that didn’t belong to animals bred for pulling. I glanced toward them, fighting the familiar wave of revulsion. They’d always unsettled me.

But it wasn’t like we had pegasi grazing in the red fields of Sparta, waiting to be kissed by soft-hearted girls. No. We had these. 

Monstrous, giant lizards with foul tempers and gruesome features.

Their forked tongues lolled from gaping maws, tasting the air with lazy menace. Their thick, low-slung bodies were marked in violent yellow and red stripes, a warning painted into their very skin. With every step their claws scraped against the stone like flint.

One turned its head, black eyes glossy and bottomless as it fixed its gaze on me. My spine snapped straight. I held my breath, then forced myself forward, sandals slapping against the step of the okhèma, where my mother had already vanished behind silk-draped shadow.

I was almost inside it when I hesitated, pausing on the threshold as I glanced back. Calismae stood where I’d left her, rigid as a temple pillar left out in the saltwind. But her face . . . gods.

She looked like she was mourning me.

I couldn’t have that.

“I’ll make you proud,” I called in a steady voice. Not a plea. A promise.

It rang louder than I intended, enough to make the nearest jergin twitch, but I didn’t flinch. I held her gaze like it was a prophecy . . . and I planned to rewrite it.

She didn’t speak, just watched me. And in that silence, I searched for something—hope, certainty, the smallest tremor of belief.



But there was only sorrow, old sorrow. The kind that seeps past skin and nests in the soul.

Slowly . . . she lifted a fist and pressed it to her heart.

My breath caught.

That gesture . . . it wasn’t comfort. It was farewell. What Spartans gave soldiers when they marched off to die.

“With your shield or on it,” she called softly.

The words scored into me. A Spartan ethos, drilled into boys before they could walk and whispered to warriors before battle. Return victorious, carrying your shield . . . or be carried home upon it.

I wasn’t a soldier. But I was walking into a different kind of war.

“Helena.”

My mother’s voice was as smooth and cold as a knife through curdled cream. And for once, I was grateful for its chill. It anchored me, gave me something solid to grip on the quicksand of what came next.

I lifted my chin and stepped into the okhèma. 

And if the gods were watching, I made sure they saw my spine.







Chapter 4
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If my mother ever had a warm thought, she likely smothered it before it could surface.

She sat across from me now, back straight, hands folded, every inch of her as pristine and severe as the day they’d lit my father’s pyre. The black veil still framed her face, the mourning robes stiff with age and starch, clinging to her like obligation made cloth. She hadn’t taken them off in five years. I wasn’t sure she remembered other clothing existed.

The door clicked shut behind me, final and unforgiving. I settled onto the bench opposite her, the cushions too soft, the lavender oil too strong, the silence thick as wool. I drew in a breath anyway.

A film of red dust clung to the okhèma’s glass windows, thick enough to turn the outside world a darker, bloodier hue. I glanced down at the hem of my dress, where a pale smear of red dust had claimed the white silk while I’d walked to get in. The door should keep the stains from getting worse, but gods, I would’ve traded half my dowry for a lungful of that wind.

At least it would’ve felt real. Brutal, but alive. Better than the air in this silk-lined coffin. Better than sitting knee-to-knee with the specter who’d raised me.

I looked at my mother . . . and winced. It hurt, like always. But I forced the reaction down, burying it where all the other aches lived.

She’d been cursed with a fated mate.

And I do mean cursed. People liked to romanticize it—two souls destined, divinely woven. But I’d watched the aftermath. I’d seen what it did. What it took.

When my father died, she didn’t shatter. She eroded, methodically, like something sacred being undone seam by seam, until only fabric remained. Mourning robes. And a face I barely recognized behind black veils and colder silences.



Before that, I had never believed in fated mates. I’d thought it was a pretty lie, some old myth we told ourselves to make suffering poetic. But now? Now I did believe. And I wanted no part of it.

Let someone else unravel for love. Let someone else be hollowed out by it. I’d seen enough of what devotion left behind.

After watching my mother, it wasn’t a hardship to give up true love for the crown. It felt like strategy. Because I knew now that nothing emptied a person like love that ended. And I had no intention of being emptied.

I watched her across the okhèma, and I wondered how much longer she’d last. Every day, she seemed to fade more, bit by bit, like sand scraping away at a statue. I didn’t know what would be worse—waking up and finding her gone, or watching her disappear slowly, until all that remained was a robe full of dust and silence.

Either way, she was already halfway gone. And I was already alone.

She sighed, shifting on the padded bench like even my presence exhausted her. Her hands moved automatically, pulling the mourning drapery tighter around her shoulders, cocooning herself in grief like it was the only thing she had left that still fit. If she was upset about what happened in the agora this morning, I couldn’t tell. Since she was always in a perpetual state of mourning.

Grief had become her second skin.

I wanted to scream. To grab her shoulders and shake her until she saw me . . . really saw me. Talk to me. Say something.

But I’d done that before. I’d begged before. All it ever got me was silence.

So I stayed quiet.

Like always.

The okhèma jolted beneath us, a sudden shudder that pulled a frown from my lips. I leaned forward slightly, listening to the muffled thud of trunks being loaded into the back—my trunks. Everything I’d need for the Trials.

We lurched forward, the jergins surging into motion with startling speed, faster than anything that massive had a right to move. They scuttled in harsh, rhythmic bursts, and soon the manor was swallowed behind a curtain of dust.

We had only traveled a few stadia when I heard a scream.

I didn’t see them—whoever it was—but I could picture the shape of a rag-covered figure hurling themselves out of the way, just barely escaping the crushing weight of the jergins’ claws. They never slowed once a journey began.

I’d seen what happened to those who didn’t move fast enough. Once, a child had wandered too close to the edge of the road. The beasts mistook her for prey. Their blunt teeth sank into her side and tore her nearly in half before the driver’s whip cracked loud enough to jolt them from their frenzy.

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to shove down the memory. The way her little hand had twitched. The way the dust turned dark with blood.

But when I opened them, what lay ahead was no better.



There was only one path out of the village, and it cut straight through the Silent Way.

It wasn’t just a place. It was where we took our cursed.

The Dread was a sickness the gods had left behind when Menelaus forced them out, a punishment scored into the land like a wound that never closed. Every Spartan village had its version of the Silent Way, a ring of ruin circling the village like a noose. This was ours. The place where Amyklai’s prayers went to die.

The Dread didn’t care who you were. It didn’t care if you had a family, a future. It passed over one person like cold mist and left them untouched, blinking in confusion . . . and then tore the next apart, blood dripping from their eyes, ears, and mouth in steady crimson rivulets, so violent it soaked the dirt beneath them like the earth itself was bleeding.

I’d seen that too.

Arete, a girl I used to race with through the olive groves, had come stumbling back into town one morning, wild-eyed and whole. I’d watched from the window as her brother ran to meet her.

The Dread’s red mist had appeared and taken him before he could even scream.

His body twisted, spasmed . . . and then the blood came. Gushing from his eyes, his nose, his mouth . . . steaming in the morning chill.

His bones were somewhere out here. 

Only King Menelaus’s palace stood untouched. Not a whisper of the Dread crossed its gates. No one knew how he’d done it . . . only that whatever curse had claimed the rest of Sparta ended at his walls.

It only devoured the rest of us.

The ground was littered with reminders. Most of the bodies had been carted out here from the city, but some lay where they’d dropped, visitors or passersby caught by the Dread without warning. Bodies scattered like dropped dolls, their possessions dropped beside them, others curled in on themselves, arms wrapped around nothing. Blood had leaked from their eyes and mouths, soaking into the thirsty ground. One man had fallen against a tree, face slack, jaw unhinged like he’d died mid-plea. Another was half-buried in dust, legs jutting out at an impossible angle. He hadn’t fallen there. He’d been dumped by desperate hands too afraid to keep the dead under their own roof.

The Dread had taken my father.

One moment, he was strong, laughing, tugging on my braid while we ate supper. The next, he was coughing blood into his hands, and then—

Gone.

No warning. No reason. Just a crack in the world where he used to be.

We were lucky to have been able to give him funeral rites because of our family’s status in the village. Most weren’t. What was left of them was thrown out here like trash, dumped among the rest, left to bake and bloat and split beneath the sun. That was the way of it. You died of the Dread, you didn’t get a funeral. You got distance. We were fortunate not to have to see his face twisted and bloated, staring up from the dirt every time we passed through.

I wondered if King Menelaus had ever ridden through his own cities. If he’d ever looked out from his blood-polished chariot and actually seen what he ruled.

I doubted it.

Even a butcher flinches when the cut’s violent enough. But he? He’d have to feel something first. And based on the tales I’d heard, I doubted there was anything left in him to feel. He wouldn’t be able to pause at the hollowed cheeks. Or wince at the vacant stares or the blood-crusted mouths. He wouldn’t be able to experience grief for the silence that pressed against your ribs like it was trying to get in.

The Silent Way wasn’t just the rim of Amyklai . . . it was the kingdom’s spine now. A monument to abandonment. The bones of our people, picked clean and left behind. It breathed. It swallowed. It grew. And the longer it was ignored, the deeper it sank its fingers into the soil, throttling everything we were supposed to be.

It clung to your skin, your tongue, your dreams.

I guess Menelaus ruled it like he ruled the rest of Sparta . . . by pretending it wasn’t there.

“Cover your mouth,” my mother snapped, her voice cracking through the cold like ice splintering beneath a foot. I jerked, startled more by the sound than the words—hoarse and stilted from disuse, as if speaking cost her something.

“Helena!”

My hands flew up, yanking my linen handkerchief over my mouth and nose just as we rolled past a mound of bodies piled like broken offerings. The red mist was still thick around them, curling dense and unhurried, like breath just exhaled. It hadn’t scattered yet. That only meant one thing.

The Dread had struck . . . recently.

Someone had died here. Maybe an hour ago. Maybe ten minutes.

The mist shimmered in the sunlight like it had a pulse. Gorgeous. Seductive. The kind of beauty that made my gut churn.

There was no defense against the Dread. No cure. No warning. But people tried anyway . . . veils, charms, whispered prayers to Menelaus stitched into their sleeves. Like cloth and hope could stand against a curse that killed without reason.

We all knew better.

We just couldn’t help ourselves.

I blinked, and we were beyond it, the Dread and the Silent Way fading behind us, but their presence latched like resin on skin, sticky and stubborn, a mark you couldn’t quite scrub free. 

Red dust surged up from beneath the wheels as the jergins hauled us forward, their clawed feet dragging long, sinuous trenches through the earth. The road wore the memory of others, deep gouges, clawprints stamped into the dirt like a warning: Remember what came before.



Overhead, the sky stretched, pretending innocence. But I saw the truth in the distance, past the jagged ridge of hills—the storm I’d been watching all day was crouched like a beast with a belly full of lightning. It hadn’t broken yet. It was waiting. Watching. The wind whipped harder now, slamming against the okhèma window like it wanted in.

Once, I would’ve taken that as a sign. Storms on the edge of the horizon had meant rain was coming. Life, even. Now all I saw was the hush before the scream.

My mother stared out the window across from me, rigid and unblinking. Her stillness made my spine itch. Shifting, I yanked the handkerchief from my mouth, the linen raking against my lip as it came free, and then I cleared my throat. 

She didn’t so much as blink.

“So,” I said, breaking the silence like a bone. “Do you think they’ll start with blood or fire tonight?” 

It was like I was talking to someone I’d never met. I used to climb into her lap and braid her hair, sticky fingers tangling through soft black strands while she hummed lullabies I can’t remember. But grief had stripped us bare. Whatever warmth we’d shared died with my father. Now we were two strangers sharing an okhèma.

She didn’t answer at first. Just kept staring through the glass, veil drawn, her face locked in that same cold marble expression she’d worn since the day we’d placed him on the pyre.

Still, I pressed. “Do you think they let us scream? Or is silence part of it?”

She turned. Slowly. One hand reached up to draw back her veil until her face was revealed. Her eyes hit me like a lash. Not because of what was in them, but because of what wasn’t.

They used to burn. Emerald wildfire, untamed and impossible to ignore. Now they were faded, washed out like sea glass left too long in the tide. A dull sheen had replaced the brightness, and behind them . . . nothing. A haunted stillness. A silence where her soul should’ve been.

I was afraid suddenly, terrified, in fact, that if she kept looking at me like that, whatever had hollowed her out might decide I was next. That it would crawl under my skin and feast until I too forgot how to feel.

I moved my eyes so they were fixed just above her head. Cowardice, maybe—but I couldn’t bear to meet her gaze when she looked like that. 

When she spoke, her voice cut like a chisel. “Don’t make light of the Trials, Helena.”

I opened my mouth, because I wasn’t, I was trying to get her attention, but she didn’t give me the chance to respond.

“Every family—every child still breathing in our cursed village—is depending on you to win.” She looked through me like I wasn’t her daughter or even a girl. Just a vessel shaped for survival. “So ask better questions.”

“I know,” I said, exasperated. “Do you think the king’s already met some of the women before and chosen his favorites, or will this be a fair game?” My voice carried a bite, tight with the sting of being lectured by someone who’d spent the last five years mourning behind closed doors while I trained to survive. I knew what was at stake. I’d lived it.

King Menelaus didn’t hide his preferences. His favorites came from the inner villages—those gleaming, well-fed territories that kissed his sandals and sang hymns in his name. They got more of everything: grain, goats, fresh water hauled in by the barrel. Soldiers posted at their borders not to torture them but to protect them. Real roads, not trenches of red mud like ours. 

The last queen had been an anomaly. She was chosen from Pitane, a village barely bigger than ours, and not one that usually produced royalty. Everything changed for those villagers overnight.

The fields were irrigated within the month. Their children stopped dying of fever because they had medicine. A proper wall went up, tall and polished with new stone. Wagons of barley arrived weekly, followed by herds of livestock—fat, clean, and too healthy to have come from anywhere nearby. They became untouchable—because their champion was wearing the crown.

That was the point of all this. That was the goal. Not just survival. Victory meant transformation. A single girl’s body for the salvation of hundreds. I’d known that from the moment Amyklai had chosen me. If I won, our village would eat through the foreseeable future. If I didn’t . . . we’d keep bleeding into the dirt until there was no one left to grieve us.

Her assessing gaze flicked over my features. “That face of yours will get you noticed. I imagine it’ll do most of the work for you.”

My jaw tensed. That was all she saw now . . . a face. Not the hours I’d bled in the sand, not the bruises, or the sleepless nights spent memorizing names and histories and how to kneel just enough to survive. I wondered if she even saw the daughter she’d once loved, or just a polished shell wearing her eyes.

She sagged back into her seat like speaking had drained the last drop of life from her.

Fine. She could vanish into her grief. 

I didn’t need her.

Let the gods watch. Let the king play his games. I’d survive tonight, and the next, and every one after that.

And when I won, I’d make sure Sparta finally saw me—not just my face. Me.







Chapter 5

[image: ]

Time didn’t pass so much as crawled, slow and disjointed, like a wounded creature dragging itself through the dust. The landscape outside never changed, just an endless stretch of dry red earth and desiccated brush, all of it the same shade of forgotten. A terrain that scraped at your spirit, that made you wonder if you’d already died and this was the after. 

I gripped the bench, trying not to bounce with each jolt of the wheels, but the motion kept rattling my brain loose, kept tearing open new doors in my mind about what was coming. 

Would the king make us fight? Bleed in the sand like the old stories said? Would we be made to kneel? Strip? Burn?

The last queen’s Trials had started with a feast. Not for her—for the nobles. The women had been made to serve them wine on their knees while the nobles laughed and made wagers on which girl would cry first. Then came the fasting. No food. No water. No shade. Just sun and silence and eyes, waiting to see who collapsed. After that, they’d thrown the remaining girls into the baths and sealed the doors. Steam so thick it stripped your breath. One slipped on the slick tile and cracked her skull trying to claw her way out. She didn’t win, obviously. But the girl who did? She emerged swaying on blistered feet, lips cracked, a smile like war paint, and then she’d bowed low enough to kiss the floor.

She became queen.

That’s what it took.

I imagined worse for the Trials I’d endure.

Like a pit fight. Bare-skinned, bare-knuckled . . . teeth and nails and blood smeared across stone. Maybe they’d drag in beasts from the northern cliffs, their fangs yellow with hunger, and chain us up just close enough to feel the hot breath of death before it chose someone else.



Or perhaps it would all look polished. Silk-spun dresses and perfumed wrists, a careful choreography of grace and restraint. A trial that demanded smiles instead of strength, clever lies instead of courage, all while we were paraded before the king as he lounged on his throne.

I honestly wasn’t sure which of those would be worse. 

I also wasn’t sure what it was all for. What did any of it prove? That a woman could bleed prettily? That she could choke without complaint? That she could smile while being measured, weighed, and then discarded? 

Was that what made a queen?

I doubted it. 

The journey was taking forever. Or maybe it just felt that way, each mile stretched thin by my building anxiousness, the wind rocking the okhèma as the storm I’d seen this morning finally reached us. But finally, the trees began to change. I recognized them instantly, the thick, gnarled limbs of the Twisted Forest, rising like claws from the earth. It encircled Menelaus’s Obsidian Citadel like a border, or a warning maybe. 

I’d grown up watching that bleeding border from a distance. Too far to touch, too cursed to approach. We all knew the stories. How the trees never bloomed, never bent, never died. How the forest had been caught in some divine punishment—trapped in the moment the gods abandoned us. Their trunks bled the same sick red as our soil, bark curled and blackened like it had been burned and left to smolder forever.

The forest suddenly wasn’t a myth anymore as it loomed before us. We were about to drive straight into it.

The second we passed beneath the crooked canopy, the air changed and the wind from the storm abruptly disappeared. Before, the silence had felt distant . . . lazy, stretched thin by sun and dust. But this was different. This silence watched.

It coiled around the okhèma like a living thing, thick and suffocating, like the forest had lungs and was holding its breath. No wind. No birds. Not even the buzz of insects. Just the low, miserable groan of the wheels beneath us.

My hand braced against the window, fingers pressing hard to the glass as I peered out, needing to see what kind of place could kill sound itself.

The trees surged up around us like sentries . . . tall, leafless, and unwelcoming. Their limbs weren’t branches, they were arms bent in torment, crooked at unnatural angles, frozen mid-scream. Roots ruptured the ground in violent knots, like something beneath the soil was trying to claw its way out. 

Light barely touched anything here. What little that made it through the canopy dripped down in cold streaks, pale and useless. The shadows didn’t stretch . . . they stalked, hugging the okhèma wheels, crawling up the sides like they were looking for a way in.

I didn’t flinch when a tree branch scraped against the glass, but my shoulders locked tight, every muscle on edge. It felt like they were crawling closer with each turn of the wheels—those twisted limbs and gnarled roots inching forward, testing the boundary between forest and flesh. 

I studied them the way I’d been trained to study courtiers: cataloging weaknesses, memorizing patterns, pretending I wasn’t unsettled. But the deeper we drove, the more certain I became . . . something old lived here. Not just aged by time, but ancient in the truest way. Age that remembered the blood spilled in its soil and the names of those who dared to spill it.

Something moved.

I caught it, just a flicker, by the base of a tree. It was gone before I could track it and my eyes narrowed. 

It happened again. And again. 

Always just out of reach, like the forest was playing a game it knew I’d lose. I pressed closer to the glass as I scanned the twisted trunks. Red dust curled through the air in little whorls, kicked up by something that wasn’t there. My pulse beat harder, not from fear but focus.

One thing was for sure . . . the forest wasn’t empty. And whatever was in here was very aware of us.

I glanced at my mother. Her eyes didn’t move. If she noticed the shadows slithering through the trees, she gave no sign. She stared ahead, looking not at the road or the forest, but at something only she could see. Something long gone and buried.

Time dragged, like honey poured over stone, stretching every moment into something unbearable. My thoughts wouldn’t stop circling. Thalessa’s tongue on the ground, my mother’s still silence, Calismae’s goodbye . . . the Trials that loomed ahead. 

I folded my hands in my lap, locking each finger into place until they couldn’t move. My knuckles gleamed bone-pale, but I didn’t loosen them. My heart pounded against my ribs, too loud, too fast—but I didn’t let it show.

Calismae had taught me how to do that. Still your face, she’d said when I was eight and shaking too hard to speak because I’d seen someone drop dead in front of me. If they don’t see fear, they can’t use it. She’d pressed a cool hand to my cheek, made me meet her eyes, and forced me to sit in silence until I could breathe without trembling. And then later, when we knew I would be competing to be queen: Royalty doesn’t panic, child. You pause.

So I paused. I erased the panic from my features and left only calm behind.

Dignity was mine. And no one—nothing—could take that from me.

The farther we traveled, the heavier the air became. Not with heat . . . that I could handle. This was something else, thick and wrong, like breathing through wet clay. A pressure that slipped past skin and settled deep against my soul.

My mother’s hands tightened around the hilt of the dagger at her waist. It was small and completely ceremonial. It would be useless against whatever watched us from the trees.



“We’ll be there in just a few hours,” she said, her voice too even, too light. She was trying to sound calm. For my sake or her own, I couldn’t tell.

I didn’t answer. Something sour twisted in my stomach. I turned to the window, needing the distraction and . . . the trees had changed again.

They bore leaves now, unlike the skeletal ones we’d passed for miles, but not red. Not the way the rest of this cursed forest bled. These were dead-looking instead. Matte and dry, the shade of old ash and crumbled stone, of tombs sealed shut and never mourned. They drank the light. Devoured it. As if the sun had never touched them.

They didn’t move. Not even with the jergins’ passing. The branches should’ve rustled, but they held still. Watching. Waiting.

Helena.

A sound—thin and wet, like mud sucking at a sandal. My head whipped toward it.

“Did you hear that?” I murmured, glancing over to my mother.

She didn’t blink. Her gaze was locked straight ahead, her face unreadable.

Of course she hadn’t heard. Or she had . . . and she was pretending not to.

I leaned closer to the window. The glass was cold and smudged from my breath. I pressed my ear to it. There. Again.

Helena.

A whisper. A sigh. A breath of a name drawn out like mourning. My name. Over and over again.

Helena . . . Helena . . . Helena—

“Don’t listen!”

Mother’s voice crashed through the whispers, like stone cracking beneath a hammer. I flinched, jerking back from the window.

All the color had drained from her face. She was gripping the dagger tighter, white-knuckled and shaking.

“The Griefwillow,” she said, her voice barely more than a breath. “It feeds on it. Our grief.”

I froze.

Once, Sparta had thrived on magic. Not just in myth, but in the marrow of its people. Calismae used to tell me stories from her childhood, about how seers read the wind like scrolls, pulling secrets from its currents. How warriors struck their swords to the earth and lit them with sunfire, flames trailing like banners into war. How healers could close a wound with nothing but a touch and a few whispered words, the flesh stitching itself whole like time rewinding.

But all of that died when Menelaus cast out the gods.

Now, only he held power—whatever kind it was. No one knew what he’d bargained, stolen, or unearthed to keep it, only that it must have been immense. After all, it was strong enough to drive divinity itself from our lands, to silence the voices that had once ruled the skies . . . to keep his people in check. Whatever power he wielded, it didn’t just protect him. It remade Sparta in his image, and left the rest of us to live in its shadow.

Even in a land starved of power though, where magic had dried up like the riverbeds of our cursed fields, Menelaus hadn’t been able to get rid of the creatures who still remembered.

Some of them carried the remnants of what once pulsed through the veins of this entire world.

Like the Aetherthorn. And like this creature. 

“It’s calling me,” I whispered. The words felt too small, too thin for the way my name had slipped from the trees like it belonged there.

Everyone in Sparta knew about the Griefwillow. But no story could prepare you for a blighted tree that knew your name. They didn’t prepare you for the weight of sorrow that suddenly felt . . . not entirely your own. Like suddenly I was feeling all of Sparta’s pain. Centuries of it. Pressing in from all sides, fermented so long it had grown sentient.

A tear traced down my cheek before I even realized it had formed. I shrank back against the seat, as if the thin wall of the okhèma could shield me from whatever was waiting in the trees. Something that knew my name. 

Something that seemed to want more from me. 

The voice didn’t vanish . . . it thinned, drawn out like sap from a wounded tree, slower with each breath, until it slipped beneath the silence of the forest. Dusk filtered through the canopy in streaks of dim gold, but the trepidation stayed rooted in my chest.

The farther we went, the more the road felt like it was changing beneath us. Not crumbling. Shifting. As if the forest wanted to shake us off.

The path buckled in places, roots pushing through like the earth was rejecting them. One of the wheels hit something solid, and the sound that followed wasn’t wood or rock—it was brittle. Splintering. Like a bone snapping under pressure.

Mother’s hands still gripped the dagger, bloodless and rigid.

“We’re almost there,” she murmured, again and again, as if saying it could make it true. As if anything could.

A sudden shriek split the air and the okhèma jolted hard to the left.

I crashed into the wall with a grunt, catching myself before I could hit the floor. The wheels skidded, wood grinding against stone and dirt. Dust blasted in through the window as it cracked, stinging my eyes, clogging my throat.

“Grigorios!” someone shouted—then there was another scream, abrupt, like whatever it was had been ripped in half.

We lurched to a stop.

“Mother—” I pushed myself upright, heart hammering as the silence that followed pressed in like a second skin. 

She was already moving. Her dagger gleamed in her grip, clenched tight and ready.



“Stay inside,” she growled.

“No—” I scrambled after her as she flung open the door, hinges creaking like something ancient waking from sleep.

Our driver, Grigorios, was crouched beside the lead jergin, his hands slick with blood as he pressed them to the creature’s massive, scaled foot. Two other servants flanked him, whispering panicked prayers to Apollo or Zeus or any of the other gods who could no longer hear them. Blood welled in thick rivulets from a jagged gash near the claw. 

“Metrokoites!” Grigorios swore as he wiped a streak of it away with his sleeve, then stood, his sandals grinding into the red earth as he turned toward us.

“She’s cut deep,” he said breathlessly, gesturing to the torn flesh. “Something on the road, stone or bone, maybe. She won’t pull us another step tonight.”

“No,” I breathed. 

Tomorrow. The Trials started tomorrow. I wasn’t supposed to be stuck here—in the fading light, on the wrong side of the trees with blood in the dust. I was supposed to be at the Obsidian Citadel.

Mother said nothing. She just stared.

Not at Grigorios. Not at the blood-soaked earth. But past them . . . down the crooked road ahead, and then to the trees. Her grip on the dagger didn’t ease. If anything, her fingers curled tighter around the hilt.

I turned to where she was looking. Nothing moved. There was just shadows and twisted branches, the forest crouched and watching. The road had vanished into the dark.

“We’re close,” she said finally. But her voice had no weight. “But it might as well be leagues if it can’t walk.”

“I can go on foot,” I said. “I have to—”

“Don’t be a fool,” Mother snapped. “We wouldn’t make it to the trees, let alone through them.”

“But—”

“Enough.”

The word cracked like a whip. Her voice was steady, but her eyes betrayed her. She turned from me and stalked toward Grigorios, who had knelt back down on the blood-soaked dust beside the jergin’s mangled foot. “Can you help her?” she asked. “Can she be healed?”

Grigorios pressed another cloth to the wound, inspecting the torn flesh with a frown. “I can sew it shut,” he said at last. “Wrap it in poultice. With luck and rest, she’ll carry us by dawn.”

I let out a breath. Not one of relief, exactly. But at least something a little less sharp.

My mother glanced at me. “We’ll lose the night of preparation, but we can still make it in time. It will be fine.” 

I nodded, praying she was right.



Lines grooved into Grigorios’s weathered brow as he looked around. “I’ll make a fire, set up camp. We’ll keep watch . . . and the second jergin’s strong. She’ll attack if anything tries to press in.”

Mother nodded. A small, clipped motion. But I saw the flicker in her mask . . . the sliver of fear she couldn’t quite bury. Her mouth parted like she meant to say something more, but no sound followed. Only a shallow breath and a glance back toward the trees.

Her fingers lifted to the pendant at her throat, clutching it tight. “She’ll protect us . . . until the forest decides she shouldn’t,” she whispered.

And behind us, somewhere in the trees, I swore something began to whisper my name again.







Chapter 6
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After starting a fire, Grigorios moved fast, gathering stones from the edge of the path. His hands worked with practiced precision, building a loose ring around the okhèma. Not a perfect circle, but intentional. Like he knew what he was trying to keep out.

I stepped out to help, though no one asked me to. One of the younger servants, Filippos, startled at my approach, nearly dropping the rock in his hands.

“Here,” I said, reaching for it.

He blinked, then flushed as our fingers brushed. His mouth opened, then closed again like he couldn’t remember how it worked. Dorian, the other boy, lowered his head quickly, studiously avoiding my eyes.

“You seem to know this place better than most,” I said, taking a stone of my own and setting it beside Grigorios’s.

He paused, one hand curled around a jagged chunk of shale. “Well enough to fear it.”

A chill skittered down my spine.

“My brother came this way once,” he added, placing the stone with a carefulness that didn’t match the haste in his limbs. “Didn’t make it through. The creatures in this forest have rules. Old ones. Older than Sparta. Older than kings.”

His gaze lifted to mine, steady and unblinking. Firelight danced across his eyes, catching the gold at the edges like embers about to flare.

“You don’t sleep against the trees,” Grigorios said evenly. “Not unless you want dreams that wrap around your throat. The kind that don’t let go.”

He set another stone with a soft clack, his eyes flicking to the woods. “And if you see something, someone you love, something you’ve lost . . . you keep walking. Don’t look twice. The Thornmaids show you what your heart aches for, just long enough to make you step closer. That’s when they catch you.”



I tucked my cloak tight beneath me before dropping to my knees, trying to shield the white folds of my dress from the ground. My hands trembled as I reached for another stone. 

Behind us, the fire snapped and spit, throwing shadows that couldn’t seem to reach this far. Out here, the dark pressed closer. The trees too, like they’d crept nearer while we weren’t looking.

Grigorios tilted his head toward where I was staring, to the branches looming like watching gods. “This place isn’t just cursed,” he said. “It’s intentional. Every horror . . . by design.”

It wasn’t hard to believe that as I stared at the dark leaves, still as death despite the breeze brushing my skin.

“It’s the perfect wall around a king’s throne. You think any army could cross this? They’d be swallowed whole before they made it a stadion—lost to roots that bleed and branches that whisper lies. The creatures in this forest don’t need swords. They are the swords. Silent, patient, and lethal where it hurts most.”

I let out a dry, harsh-sounding laugh. “Wonderful. You’re really making me feel safe.”

Clang.

I flinched and whirled around, only to see Mother crouched by the packs, a cup rolling at her feet. Her eyes snapped to the trees like the sound had called something.

“You want to survive the Twisted Forest, Lady Helena?” Grigorios’s voice lowered to a rasp, the fire painting his face in gold and blood. “Don’t trust anything that makes you feel.”

He leaned closer, like the words were a secret. Or a prayer.

“That’s how they get inside.”

Mother was across the fire, her legs folded beneath her and her back straight as a spear. Her blade lay unsheathed beside her knee, the point angled toward the trees. 

Grigorios crouched beside me, elbows on his thighs, staring into the fire like it might blink first. I held a crust of maza in my lap and broke it apart, letting the pieces crumble between my fingers. I wasn’t hungry. I couldn’t even pretend to be.

The other two servants moved around the outer edge of the stone circle, heads ducked, eyes skimming the darkness. Filippos, the younger one, trailed behind the other, his eyes flicking nervously toward the trees. He flinched when a twig snapped beneath his heel, then bent quickly to pick up a fresh stone for the barrier. 

They spoke in whispers—if they spoke at all—too hushed to reach us. But I felt them glancing my way. Quick looks. Curious ones. Filippos’s ears went red every time we locked eyes. Dorian tripped when I caught him watching me.

The fire cracked again, sounding weary. Its glow caught the edge of the metal clasp at my wrist, bending into crooked, dancing shadows that crawled up my arm.



Mother’s plate lay untouched by her feet. She hadn’t so much as picked at it. 

Grigorios stood and crouched near her, bowl in hand. “At least take something warm,” he said gently, offering it toward her. “Just a little.”

She shook her head, her eyes fixed on the trees like she was waiting for something to step out of the dark and call her by name.

Grigorios hesitated. Then, softer—“You’ll need your strength, Hestia. Morning’s a long way off.”

His brown eyes glimmered as he stared at her face. It took me a moment to recognize what I was seeing. The fondness in his eyes. That faint, aching pull beneath his words.

He wasn’t just worried. He was yearning. For her. For my mother. 

Gods.

She didn’t even look at him. Just gave the slightest nod . . . like swatting at a gnat.

Grigorios soaked up her acknowledgment like a dying flower chasing the last drop of sunlight. His eyes clung to her face, wide, unblinking, as if he’d never seen anything he’d wanted more and couldn’t bear to look away. I shifted, uneasy. Pity stirred in my chest. He wanted what he could never have. Her heart belonged to someone else . . . and it always would.

He stared a moment longer before his shoulders sagged, and he dropped his gaze to the fire like it shamed him.

I bit into the maza because my mother wouldn’t. It collapsed like ash in my mouth, dry and bitter as dust.

The fire burned low, and my thoughts scattered like birds startled from the brush, wild, frantic, refusing to settle. They shot through worst-case endings and twisted paths, always wheeling back to the same bleak center.

What would tomorrow bring?

The question gnawed at the edges of everything, consuming any moment of stillness. 

I stood. My legs were stiff, my knees popping as I moved past the dying firelight so that I could get some privacy just behind the okhèma. The cold bit lower out here, past the fire’s reach. I crouched just beyond the line of warmth and pulled up my cloak, relieving myself with one eye on the woods, my skin crawling like it expected something to lunge. The trees pressed close—silent, watching. When I finished, I stood too fast, half hoping the ache in my thighs would chase the unease away.

It didn’t.

I turned and caught sight of the injured jergin, still tethered near the edge of camp. Its foot was wrapped in linen, dark with seepage. Its eyes tracked me lazily. A piece of the maza was still in my cloak pocket, and I flung it toward the beast, needing it to gain its strength back.

It landed beside its claws. The jergin sniffed it once, then dragged its thick tongue over the crumbs with a wet, sucking sound. Grotesque. It licked again, slower this time—then looked up. Its eyes locked on mine, like it was imagining me as dessert.
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I stepped back, spine tightening.

By the time I returned to the fire, my mother had already lain down, her eyes closed, and her face turned away. I eased down beside her, drawing my cloak tight around my shoulders. The ground was cold and unforgiving beneath me, rocks and roots digging into my spine, but it didn’t matter. This was what we had—wool and silence.

The servants murmured a few paces away, keeping watch as they were ordered, their silhouettes barely visible against the trees. One sat up straighter when I glanced over, as if to reassure me they were still alert.

Grigorios sat cross-legged just beyond the fire’s glow, his back to us. His blade whispered against the whetstone in a steady rhythm, catching glints of firelight with each pass. He watched everything—the flames, the tree line, my mother—in a silent, methodical loop.

But even with him there, alert and armed, I didn’t feel safe.

I stared up at the sky. There were no stars. Just the pitch-black canopy looming over us like it wanted to smother us. The twisted branches clawed at the darkness, reaching like they wanted to tear something down. They didn’t move. Not even a whisper of wind stirred them, like the forest had warned it off. I wondered if the storm we’d left behind was still raging beyond the trees, and what damage it had done to our village. 

There wasn’t any sound but the grind of steel and the faint twitch of my mother’s breath beside me.



She was curled tight, like something folding in on itself. We hadn’t slept this close in years . . . not since I was a girl who still reached for her without thinking. There was no comfort in her nearness now. Just heat shared out of necessity.

But I let myself pretend for a breath, pretend her warmth was a shield instead of a reminder of everything we weren’t.

My eyes burned, but I refused to close them. Calismae’s voice rang insistently in my mind: Lower your gaze just enough. Let them think you’re soft. Blush if you can make yourself. Tilt your head when you lie—it makes it sweeter. Make them talk. Make them confident. Then take what you need.

I tried to keep myself awake by running through every lesson, every trick she’d drilled into me until it lived in my soul. 

But sleep came anyway. 

Not like a gentle thing . . . but like the ground giving way beneath my feet.

Sunlight spilled through the trees, warm and golden, threading between the leaves like spun silk. Wildflowers carpeted the forest floor in bursts of violet and light blue, their scent thick and sweet in the air. The light was soft, almost tender, and the breeze that brushed my skin carried the faint sound of laughter.

My parents’ laughter.

“Helena!” my mother called, her voice bright and lilting, echoing through the trees. “Come along, little star!”

My heart jolted. I turned toward the sound, squinting through the dappled sunlight until I caught sight of two familiar figures just ahead on the path. 

“Wait!” I called, breaking into a run. “Wait for me!”

They didn’t stop, only moved deeper into the forest, their laughter weaving through the rustling leaves. Sunlight spilled around them, too bright to look at directly. I pushed through the ferns, heart pounding, petals and pollen clinging to my legs. 

“Mother!” I tried again, breathless now. “Father, please—”

They finally stopped walking and turned.

For a heartbeat, they were still the parents I remembered. Then the light shifted.

My mother’s smile stretched too wide, the corners of her mouth splitting to reveal thorns where teeth should have been. My father’s hand reached for me, and I saw the vines coiling through his flesh, blooming from beneath his skin. Roses burst open along his arm, red and wet, dripping petals that looked far too much like blood.

The air grew cold. The forest’s colors darkened, every blossom suddenly withering away. The laughter hadn’t stopped—it just wasn’t theirs anymore. It came from everywhere at once, a rustling chorus that shivered through the leaves.

I stumbled back, heart clawing at my ribs.

A thorn-covered vine brushed my ankle, curling gentle as a caress. Then it tightened.

I screamed and tore myself free, but more vines were already reaching through the flowers, green turning to black as they slithered toward me, snapping around my ankles as I stumbled forward. Blood slicked my leg, warm and sticky, but I didn’t stop—I ran.



The forest spun around me, the trees twisting, trunks veined with something that pulsed.

Behind me, the voices chased.

“Helena,” my father called, soft and crooning, his voice shaped exactly like memory—but it was wrong. All wrong.

“Come back to us,” my mother sobbed, her voice syrup-thick and rotting-sweet, the sound of comfort turned to poison.

“No!” I shouted. “Stop—stop talking! You’re not real! Go away!”

My knees gave out and I crashed to the ground, palms slamming into dirt and stone. The impact jarred up through my elbows, rattling my skull. Rocks tore into my skin, breath punching from my lungs in a ragged gasp. I tried to scramble up, but the world spun sideways, and the forest floor pressed hard against my cheek, cold and unyielding.

Everything went silent. There was neither wind nor whispering. Just a thick, unnatural stillness pressing down on everything.

My eyes flicked open.

I was curled beneath a tree, bark digging into my spine, dirt packed beneath my nails. Something wet pressed against my back, and I glanced up, my eyes widening as I watched the bark pulse with a slow, sick heartbeat. My stomach turned and I shifted and reached back for balance. I brushed the bark and immediately jerked my hand back, staring at it in disbelief. 

Red streaked my fingers, clinging to the lines in my skin. Frowning, I rubbed my fingers together. It wasn’t sap. It felt too warm, too wet. Almost like . . . blood.

My head snapped toward the tree.

Crimson was seeping from the grooves in the bark, winding through the ridges like veins, dripping in macabre tears to the forest floor. A thick droplet welled where I’d touched, rolling down the gnarled trunk. It hit the ground with a soft pat.

Then another formed. And another. Steady and endless, like it had wounds I couldn’t see. 
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