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      Once upon a time, on a mountainside shrouded in mist and sunlight, a baby girl was born.

      Once upon a time. That's how fairy tales begin, isn't it? With a vague suggestion of times past, times of happiness and innocence. But my once-upon-a-time was up. I was seventeen, almost an adult, and at the very end of my childhood. A storyteller might think that I was ready for my adventure to begin, that I didn’t need my parents anymore.

      But the storytellers are wrong. A child doesn't stop needing parents who love her—not when she reaches adulthood, not when she leaves home…and not when she holds their ashes in her hands.

      I stood on the very mountainside that had witnessed the beginning of my fairy tale, a steep slope blanketed by a forest of ferns and moss-covered trees. The air was cool but heavy, thick with the scent of damp earth and pine. Somewhere to my right, mist obscured a vast gorge, dizzying in its height and breadth. In another time, another age, the sight of the gorge, these mountains, would have filled me with the wild joy of dreams fulfilled. How often had I begged my parents to return here, to the land of my birth?

      My parents had never given in to my pleas. Maybe because we were all too busy, like they’d said every time I asked, but I’d always wondered if it was something more. I ran my hand over the puckered, rippled scars that covered my left arm, a memento from a “little kitchen accident” just before we left Greece. A pot of boiling water had fallen and practically melted the skin off. My parents had never told me who dropped it.

      They’d always insisted it was an accident, nothing more. But the fact remained that I hadn’t set foot in Greece for fourteen years. Everything I knew about the village I’d been born in came from my grandmother’s stories. She had been the one to tell me about Pyrga and the surrounding forests and mountains. My uncle, Theio Giorgo, had told me the traditional stories of fairies and goblins lurking in the shadows of the trees. They made it sound so magical, exotic, yet familiar at the same time. Though I loved the life my parents had made for us in America, I had longed for my homeland for as long as I could remember. I had always dreamed of coming back…but not like this.

      At my right stood Yiayia, my grandmother, whip-thin and sturdy but bowed with grief. At my left, Theio Giorgo—uncle, godfather, confidante, and now my legal guardian. We stood together at the head of a procession comprised of people I could swear I’d never seen before but who all seemed to know me. I was the only one wearing black to mourn my parents. Yiayia had laid out a long white dress for me back at the house, but I had flatly refused to give into any more of her eccentricities. It had felt good to defy her, even in such a small way. But now I felt exposed, off balance, like I was the one dressed inappropriately by wearing black to a funeral.

      Cold curled under my ribs, wrapping each bone in resentment and loneliness as my gaze wandered over the sea of white. Who were these people who presumed to mourn with me today? Strangers, though Yiayia had introduced them as my mother’s “colleagues,” whatever that meant. Mama had been a nurse and midwife, Baba a cardiologist. These people didn’t strike me as medical professionals of any kind, nor had any of their names sounded familiar. They hadn’t been a part of my life or my parents’ lives for a decade at least, and they couldn’t share my grief.

      Where were the people who could? Where was Theia Anna, my father’s sister? Where were my cousins? Where was my parents’ best friend, Sotiri Samaras? Why was there not a single person whose face or name I recognized?

      “Nouno,” I murmured, my voice cracking as I looked to my godfather. “This isn't right. None of this is right.”

      “It’s what my sister would have wanted.” Theio Giorgo shook his head, a rueful smile peeking through his beard. “And if Thalia wanted it, Lukas would have wanted it, too.”

      I couldn’t return his smile. My throat tightened like a vice, threatening to choke me. He was right, of course. Baba would have wanted whatever made my mother happy. But why would she want all this—a trek through the mountains at dawn, surrounded by strangers, with no priest to bless their grave?

      At our feet, my parents’ final resting place yawned wide like the gaping jaws of a monster. Though the hole itself wasn’t more than a foot wide, it felt ready to swallow the whole world. My whole world.

      I closed my eyes, wincing as Yiayia let out a keening wail that was immediately echoed by the women at our back. The men took up a rumbling hum, buoying the women’s voices until the sickening lurch of sound coalesced into a haunting melody.

      A chill ran up my spine as the music settled into my bones. I didn’t recognize the language of the song. It wasn’t the Greek I had spoken with my parents since I was a baby, nor was it the Byzantine Greek used for the liturgy. These words were older—much older—and wilder. They called to something inside me and made the green light of the forest pulse in time with the chanting.

      The ferns waved in a gentle breeze, their fronds whispering together, joining and parting as if an invisible body walked through them. Something glittered in a nearby tree-trunk like the flicker of an eye. The longer I stared at the tree, the more I saw. The lines in the bark made shapes, each one flickering and shifting in the space of a breath: swirls like clouds, letters, a crouching cat.

      A face.

      “Maiden,” a voice whispered, and I jumped.

      “Chrysa,” Yiayia murmured. “It’s time.”

      I swallowed and nodded, my gaze caught by an iridescent scarab beetle that had crash landed at my feet. That must have been what I saw flickering in the trees. A beetle, nothing more. Get a grip, I ordered myself. You’re burying your parents today.

      My knees sank deep into the moss as I knelt beside the dark hole that would house my parents’ ashes. Slowly, with an almost unnatural grace, Yiayia knelt beside me. Grief ached in every line of her body, from the laugh lines around her eyes and mouth to the sharp angles of her joints, almost hidden within the folds of her skirt and shawl. Her eyes were tender as she tipped a mixture of boiled grain, nuts, and fruit into the grave.

      Anger flared, mingling with confusion and resignation in equal measure. Kolyva was a dish prepared in remembrance of the dead. But it was meant to be served to the mourners, not poured into the grave. Yiayia followed the kolyva with oil and wine, and I took a deep breath against another wave of uneasy irritation. It all seemed so…pagan.

      My parents and I had never been particularly devout. I’d always considered myself a rationalist, a future doctor, but the Orthodox Church was the center of Brattleboro’s Greek American community. I’d grown up with the liturgy in my ears and the scent of incense tickling my nose every Sunday. I couldn’t help fearing, deep down, that my parents might be denied entry to Heaven without an Orthodox burial, which this clearly was not. I clutched the urn close to my chest, as if to protect the ashes within.

      “Chrysa,” Yiayia said gently, guiding my hands.

      A ragged breath scraped against my throat. With trembling hands, I placed the urn into the odd grave with exaggerated care, as if it were an infant. Yiayia nodded approvingly.

      “They can rest now,” she said. “They’re home.”

      Were they? How long did you have to stay in a new place to call it home? How long could you stay away from your old home and still consider it yours? My parents had lived in Vermont for fourteen years and had never returned to this land of mist and sun. Was this really what they would have wanted?

      I tried not to look as Yiayia took a handful of dark earth and scattered it over the urn. The mourners took up their chant once more, but this time the words were clear:

      “In the place of Your rest, O Lord, where all Your Saints repose, give rest also to the souls of Your servants.”

      As if in response to the verse, my eyes rose and then fell on a curly-haired young man. Though tall and broad-shouldered, something about the angles of his face and the distribution of weight on his body seemed to suggest lingering adolescence. His eyes were fixed on my scars, his face twisted with disgust. I flushed and resisted the urge to shift my arm out of sight.

      You have no reason to be ashamed, my father had always told me. If people are rude enough to stare, they’re the ones who should be embarrassed.

      I lifted my chin and stared back at the young man. A jolt of recognition shot through me as I met his black-coffee eyes, but it was gone in the next heartbeat, flickering away like a fish into the deep.

      Unnerved, I dropped my gaze and turned back to my grandmother, who held out a portion of earth in her cupped hands. I swallowed, pushing both my scars and the young man from my mind. I took the earth from Yiayia and poured it into the grave. It was so soft, and strangely warm, like living flesh. I reached for more, and my fingers trembled as they dug into the soft soil at the grave’s head.

      “Siga, siga,” Yiayia murmured. “Easy, agapi mou. Breathe.”

      Breathe.

      Breathe, because Mama couldn’t anymore. Breathe, because Baba would expect me to keep going, keep living.

      Breathe.

      I took another handful, and Yiayia took another, and Theio Giorgo’s work-roughened hands joined ours, burying my parents piece by piece. Another pair of hands entered my vision, just as tanned and calloused, but not as coarse. My eyes snapped up to meet the young man’s stare as his fingers brushed mine. This time, he was the first to look away.

      Who was he, and why was he permitted to join my family in such an intimate moment? But there was no time to wonder. Too soon, yet not nearly soon enough, the burial was over. A mound of earth, too large for the hole it filled, stood as the only monument to my parents’ lives and memory. Homely, without even a headstone, the grave was criminally unimpressive. It did nothing to capture my mother’s piercing gray eyes and wild dark hair or my father’s gentle, rumbling voice.

      Tears of grief and frustration welled in my eyes. I was blind, choking, curled into myself with my head on my knees. My stomach roiled, hot and cold by turns. The little hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood on end as energy rippled over my back and chest.

      “No,” I whispered. “No. Please.”

      “Chrysa?”

      Yiayia’s hands were on me, cool and soothing, but they did nothing to stem the tide of heat rising in my chest. Panic gripped me. I’d felt something like this before, and it had ended with an argument, a broken vase—and a fire. I closed my eyes against an onslaught of remembered pain and anger. Recriminations, both real and imagined, rang in my ears with my mother’s voice. The pulsing in my chest throbbed and squeezed, overlaid with an echo of memories…and death.

      “Don’t be frightened,” Yiayia whispered urgently. “Don’t fight it.”

      “Yiayia.” My voice was thick, sluggish. “What—”

      Something inside me bucked against my diaphragm. I fell forward, one arm clutched against my belly and the other thrown out to brace myself. My hand plunged through the loosely piled dirt of the grave mound until my fingers brushed the urn. I shuddered as something flowed through me and out of me, pouring into the earth.

      Something curled and wiggled against my hand, and I snatched it back, scattering soil everywhere. I scrambled to scoop the dirt back into place, muttering broken apologies through my tears.

      “It’s alright, Chrysa,” Yiayia murmured, kneeling to help me. “Look.”

      I held my breath, mingled sweat and tears dripping off the end of my nose and onto a small sprout that had appeared between my splayed fingers. I looked up, my lips parted in shock, and found my grandmother staring at me with sharp gray eyes. Eyes just like my mother’s, like mine. The flame of energy inside me flared again, and the sprout pushed against my fingers. My gaze dropped just in time to see two delicate leaves unfurl. I gasped. My hand jerked, sending a spray of dirt across the tiny sliver of green. I pushed myself backward so violently I fell against my uncle’s shins. Yiayia reached for me, something intent and almost—was I imagining it?—eager in her gaze.

      “Chrysa—”

      “Mother,” Theio Giorgo whispered tightly, and he stepped in front of me as if shielding me from my grandmother. “Please.”

      She pursed her lips, then nodded and turned to shoo away the staring crowd. They, too, were looking at me with a strange mix of speculation and anticipation.

      Theio Giorgo shifted to block me from their view and bent to squeeze my shoulders.

      “Easy now. You’re alright, Chryssoula.”

      I leaned into him gratefully, accepting both his comfort and his warmth. My head pounded in time with my heartbeat, and I felt weak and shivery, like I’d been sick. What had just happened? I shivered, remembering the look in my grandmother’s eyes. Did she know what I’d done? Had that sprout come from…me?

      No. No, of course it hadn’t. I forced myself to take a deep breath and gather my thoughts. The sprout had been there already, hidden in the dirt along with other stray bits of roots and grass. I’d had a panic attack, that was all. A fit brought on by stress and grief. It was natural, if a bit rude, for people to stare when I’d made such a spectacle of myself.

      Were they still looking? Panting, I peeked through the curtain of my hair. It had come loose from its clip and now hung around my face in thick waves almost the exact color of the soil. No one was looking at me anymore. The orderly ranks of mourners had broken at Yiayia’s direction, and people were drifting away in companionable twos and threes. Yiayia was urging the curly-haired young man away, pushing him toward the path down the mountain.

      But even though the crowd had left, a low murmur of voices remained. Or was it only the wind in the trees? I shook my head and shivered again. I needed to sleep. Though I’d spent days on end under the covers in my grandmother’s tiny house, I had yet to find any true rest.

      “Come on,” Theio Giorgo said gently. “It’s over. Let’s go home.”

      My whole body shook as I got to my feet. The wind curled through my hair like gentle fingers, lifting and tugging playfully. The whispers were back, and I could swear they sounded eager…excited. I hunched my shoulders and leaned into Theio Giorgo’s supporting arm. Yiayia watched us from the tree line, her white gown rippling in the breeze. So much white…white dress, white hair, all blowing and billowing in a wind that spoke in whispers.

      “Need to sleep,” I mumbled. “There’s no one there.”

      “No one who shouldn’t be,” Theio Giorgo agreed, his gaze flickering to the woods.

      But there were eyes watching from the shadows, and this time when the wind blew, I heard the words clearly:

      “Welcome home, Maiden.”
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      “Welcome home.”

      My mother’s greeting seemed to reach out and grab me by the ear as I walked through the door. I sighed. It wasn’t like I’d been out drinking—I’d been at the library, for God’s sake. But it was late, nearly ten o’clock, and my parents were waiting for me in the living room. They sat together on the couch, holding hands, united in their disappointment.

      “Half the church was here to celebrate with us—everyone with their families, everyone together. Everyone but us.” Mama shook her head, her dark curls spiraling in all directions. “I know you don’t like parties, Chryssoula, but you could make more of an effort. This is the third time you’ve left us to explain away your absence. This can’t keep happening, Chrysa. It’s important to be a part of something, to have a community.”

      My temper flared. It was true that maybe I wasn’t as excited about community events as they’d like me to be. People still stared at my scars, even after all these years, and no one ever wanted to talk about anything but my academic and athletic accomplishments. Not that I would have talked to me about anything but my academic and athletic accomplishments. But then, I didn’t have anything else to talk about. My parents knew that better than anyone. “More of an effort? Are you serious?”

      I turned to Baba, expecting to see my own incredulity reflected in his face. Surely, he could see how unreasonable Mama was being. More of an effort? What more could I give?  I was already spending every waking moment studying or working out so I could keep my spot on the track team or participating in all the extracurriculars that would supposedly get me into a good college. Mama might be suffering from some temporary insanity, but they couldn’t both have missed just how much of an effort I’d been making.

      “Baba?”

      But his shoulders slumped as he spread his hands and shrugged with a sheepish sort of sadness. I stepped back.

      “I’m sorry, koukla,” he said. “But your mother has a point. You’re never home anymore. And next year you’ll be going to college—”

      “Not if I don’t study now,” I snapped. “You are unbelievable. I come home with a B plus on a final—just one—and you act like the sky is falling. I studied until my eyes bled, but did you care? I missed regionals, I missed prom—”

      “Now, wait a minute.” Mama held up a hand. “Those were your decisions, not ours. You could have gone to prom, no one was stopping you.”

      I stared at her in furious silence. How dare she pretend I’d made those sacrifices all on my own, as if she and Baba had just been innocent, disinterested bystanders as I barricaded myself in my room or in the library while my classmates were out dancing or cheering each other on, making memories that I could never share? As if each decision I’d made hadn’t been preceded by days or weeks or months of pointed comments about my grades and worried, whispered conversations. No, they hadn’t technically told me what to do. Not out loud, anyway, and now I had nothing to throw back at them, nothing with which to defend myself.

      “It doesn’t even matter,” I exploded, my frustration boiling over. “I didn’t have anyone to go with, anyway. I have no friends. I’ve done literally nothing that doesn’t look good on a college application because you’ve told me over and over how important it is to go to a good school, and now you’re acting like it’s my fault!”

      “Chrysa, calm down,” Baba said firmly. “No one’s accusing you of anything. We’re just worried. You’re putting so much pressure on yourself, and it isn’t healthy.”

      “I’m putting pressure on myself?” I jabbed a finger at my mother. “She just said—”

      “I misspoke,” Mama said with a wince. She stood and crossed the room to take my hands. “You’re right, little bird, I wasn’t being fair. What I should have said is that we think you’re working too hard and need a break…and time with your family.”

      I let out a wild laugh and snatched my hands out of hers. “You think I need a break? You are such hypocrites! You’re really going to sit there and pretend you’d be okay with that? You expect me to believe that you wouldn’t be moaning behind my back about those ten points that could have gotten me into Harvard if only I’d tried harder? You think I haven’t heard you before?”

      My voice had been rising steadily, and my anger with it. I wouldn’t have thought it possible to get any angrier, but a raw, scathing fury was clawing at my insides and laying me open to a host of other emotions, each with its own unique flavor. Resentment pecked at me like a sharp-beaked crow. Shame congealed, cold and quivery in my stomach. Disbelief, airy and light, tantalized me with the possibility that maybe this was all just a dream.

      But the unfairness was the worst. It was unbearable—a crushing, suffocating weight heavier than any of the expectations I’d carried my entire life. I had been glad to bear their dreams for me, determined to repay the sacrifices they had made. They had left their families and their jobs and their homes behind, given up everything so that I could grow up in America. They were the embodiment of the American dream, everything I wanted to grow up to be. I tried so hard every day to follow in their footsteps so that I could go even further and make them proud. But what if I couldn’t do it? What if all my work, all my effort, just wasn’t enough? I pressed my palms to my face and let loose a wail of wordless, seething misery and despair.

      Something burst forth from my chest, making me gasp. I dropped my hands just as a vase on the table beside me cracked and fell to the floor in a million smoking pieces. Had I knocked it over? I couldn’t remember hitting it. Was I so out of control that I wasn’t aware of my own actions? And where had the smoke come from? I looked up at my parents, suddenly afraid.

      Baba looked stricken, guilty. My mother’s face was bone white. She stumbled and caught herself on a chair, clutching it for dear life.

      “Get out,” she said, her voice tight with anger. Or was it fear? “Now.”

      I woke with a gasp, groggy and disoriented in the darkness. What time was it? What day was it? I groped around the floor beside the low bed until I found my phone, but the battery was dead. It didn’t matter. I was awake now. I knew what day it was, and I wanted no part of it.

      I flopped onto my back, torn between the desire to sleep and fear of what I would find behind my closed lids. Even now, after weeks of nightmares, I didn’t know which was worse—the dreams or the moment of waking and the realization that what I dreamed was true. Sometimes I dreamed of the fire, but mostly I dreamed of what came before. It was stupid, so stupid. Just an argument. I still didn’t know how it had turned into so much more, how the dumb things I’d said—words I didn’t mean—became the last words I spoke to my parents.

      I’d been at the library that day, practicing for the SAT. A 1490 wasn’t enough, not for Harvard or Johns Hopkins or any of the other top pre-med programs. I’d need a 1500 at the very least to be a competitive candidate, so I’d been taking practice tests and reviewing old ones every day all summer. There was a test coming up in August that was my last shot before senior year started. It was the Fourth of July, and I’d missed the family barbecue. I said it was an accident, that I lost track of time, but really, I couldn’t face a whole day of trying to be social, especially with the SAT looming. And there had been a fight.

      I relived it nearly every night in my dreams, the memories polished to a brutal clarity by repetition. I pulled a pillow over my head, trying to drown out the memory of my mother’s voice as she berated me. She’d told me to get out—so I had. I ran for miles before finally turning around, still half blinded by tears. I was nearly home when I heard the sirens. I knew, somehow. It was as if I could hear my mother’s screams in the wailing of the sirens.

      I covered the last mile in record time and nearly broke through the ranks of police and firemen who circled the house. It took three of them to hold me back, though I'd been at the end of my strength after running so long and hard. My every muscle had been trembling. I'd been barely able to stand, yet one after the other had lost his grip as I staggered toward the flames. They snatched their hands back as if I were on fire, muttering curses and looking at me like I was something wild and dangerous.

      They said it was an accident—a firework gone astray. The firefighters hadn’t found any recognizable remains, but the police insisted that Thalia and Lukas Markou had died in the flames. My pleas fell on deaf ears when I begged them to see sense. When Yiayia and Theio Giorgo arrived less than a day later, I begged them, too. Normal fires didn’t leave such devastation in their wake or burn bodies to ash. But Yiayia didn’t care about the police report. She just wanted to get what she came for and go back to Greece. Theio Giorgo seemed more willing to listen, but he would never cross his mother. He just followed her like a good boy as she poked around the ash, holding the urn that would supposedly house my parents’ remains. We were on a plane the next day.

      The ashes we’d buried on the mountainside yesterday could just as easily have been throw pillows, for all I knew, but Yiayia’s bizarre ritual seemed to bring her some closure. Me, not so much. I withdrew into myself, refusing to go into town or see visitors. Not even Sotiri Samaras or Theia Anna, whom I hadn’t seen since I was three. Yiayia didn’t force me, though she could have. She had a strange way of giving orders when she wanted to. Sometimes I found myself obeying before I could even think to resist.

      But she let me be, and I spent the days and weeks following the burial sitting under the linden tree outside my room or running in the very early hours of the morning. I loved running on the mountain. The air was the purest, cleanest thing I’d ever tasted, and the exercise brought me some measure of peace. There was something hypnotic about running, something that took me outside of myself and let me look away from my pain for a while, even if I could still feel it. If I heard voices on the wind or saw faces in the leaves, well, it was normal to go a bit mad from grief, wasn’t it? It would pass. It had to.

      My seclusion couldn’t last forever. I knew that. But still, the traditional forty days of mourning had passed far too quickly, and today there would be a memorial service. I didn’t want to go. I didn’t want to do anything. But Yiayia was merciless. She was in my room with the first rays of sunlight, bustling about and opening the windows and making more noise than she needed to. She rummaged in the closet and dug a dress out one of of my still-packed suitcases. She shook it out and turned to me, her hands on her hips.

      “Chrysa, my love, wake up. It’s time.”

      I groaned and turned over, ignoring her cool, dry hand on my ankle.

      “Yiayia, please. I don’t want to go. I'm just…tired.” I pulled the sheets over my head. “I’m so tired.”

      “I know, koukla,” Yiayia said. “But you must get up. It’s time to start living your life again.”

      I sat up abruptly, pulling the sheets off my face. “It’s been forty days. Are you telling me you’re ready to move on? Your daughter is dead.”

      If my words hurt her, she gave no sign. She only reached out to caress my hair.

      “Time moves on whether we’re ready or not, my love. We have to move with it.” She laid a dress out on the bed. “Come, now. Get up and take a shower. Oh, and your uncle bought you these. You can read them later.”

      She waved at a stack of textbooks on the nightstand. I closed my eyes and said nothing. I could have asked her why. Why should I get up, take a shower, read my textbooks—why should I do anything?

      But I didn't ask, because—damn her—she would have come up with an answer. Most likely it would be along the lines of, Your parents would want you to. And she’d be right. I knew my parents wouldn’t want me to wallow in grief forever. They’d want me to take care of myself. But they weren’t here to tell me so. Yiayia was, and it was all too easy to be mad at her for it—for everything. For reaching old age when my parents had been denied the privilege, for telling me to carry on as if my life hadn’t literally gone up in flames, for telling me what my parents would want me to do.

      For being right.

      “Siko, omorfia mou,” Yiayia said, and I was on my feet. “Go get ready.”

      Before I knew what was happening, my feet were carrying me down the hall and into the bathroom. I sighed but didn’t try to fight it. Drat Yiayia. How did she do that?

      I took my time in the shower, though hot water wasn’t something this household could afford to waste. I didn’t want to risk getting to church any earlier than absolutely necessary; there would be no opportunity for small talk or condolences, not if I could help it.

      Yiayia knew what I was doing, but she let me do it anyway and didn’t insist on conversation as we filed out of the house and into a yard bursting with fragrant herbs: rosemary, basil, oregano. Chamomile and mint. My heart squeezed at the familiar scents, all of which had been present in my mother’s own garden. But there was more here—the peculiarly farm-like smell of chickens, the sweetness of ripening plums, and a strange, wild scent that I couldn’t be sure was a scent at all. It hovered between taste and smell, tantalizing me until I shook off the uncertainty with an irritated twitch.

      Yiayia’s chickens were already hard at work, foraging busily beneath the linden tree. A snake regarded us lazily from the garden wall and lifted its head as if in greeting as Yiayia led us through the gate. I closed my eyes against a flash of pain. We’d had a rat snake in our garden back home that would greet Mama in just the same way. Her little watch-snake, she’d called it, and it was true that we’d never had problems with mice or rats in the yard.

      I looked back at the little cottage that was now my home. Yiayia’s house was beautiful—and quiet, which was some comfort. It was small and square, made of stone, with a slate-shingled roof and a blue door. An arbor covered the wide veranda and spilled into the yard. Morning light slanted through the trees, dappling the stone with shadows and unexpected splashes of gold.

      I sighed. This little Eden had become my sanctuary, and I was reluctant to leave it, but leave it I must.

      The house was tucked away just outside of Pyrga, and we had to navigate a narrow path down to my native village. I trailed after Yiayia and Theio Giorgo, trying to focus on not breaking an ankle in my heeled shoes. The path was little more than a goat trail, and the cobbled streets of the village were even more treacherous. But at least the streets were silent, and empty of bystanders to stare at our sad little procession of three.

      The buildings were largely abandoned even now in the height of tourist season, their former inhabitants having long since fled to the cities looking for work. A few buildings operated as bed and breakfasts, but they were clustered at the other end of the village. Their proprietors were waiting for us in Pyrga’s tiny chapel. Once, I’d been told, the village had been bursting with life. But the Pyrga I saw looked like a ghost town, the dark windows of empty houses staring out at us as if in accusation or judgment. The church’s courtyard was likewise empty when we arrived, but I knew there were people inside. Most had come from Kalochori, the big—well, bigger—town down the mountain. They had come to pay their respects to my family, one of the few who still lived in Pyrga year-round.

      Maybe that was why the little chapel seemed different. It didn’t feel forlorn like the other houses in Pyrga. It felt welcoming—alive, somehow.

      “Thalia was baptized here,” Yiayia said softly. “She was married here. Take comfort, my love. The stones remember her. They mourn for her, as we do.”

      It was an odd thing to say, and odder still that it seemed to echo my thoughts. But then, my grandmother was an odd woman. She always had been, and her oddness was all the more apparent here in these mountains where the wind spoke and the trees kept vigil.

      Theio Giorgo squeezed my shoulder. “Are you alright, koukla? You look pale.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied, shaking myself. “Let’s get this over with.”

      I kept my eyes down as we entered the church. I could feel the congregation’s curiosity buzzing around me like a swarm of gnats. Soft but incessant whispers followed us down the aisle, and a hundred pairs of eyes seemed to prick at my hunched shoudlers. I sank into my seat and closed my eyes.

      The service was blessedly short, though perhaps it only seemed so to me. I may even have slept through some of it, lulled into a trance by incense and candlelight. After the service, I rose quickly and tugged at Theio Giorgo’s shirtsleeve.

      “Hurry, Nouno,” I muttered. “I want to go home.”

      “No, Chrysa,” he said gently. “You have family here, and they’ve waited long enough.”

      He was right, of course. My father wouldn’t want me to disrespect his sister. But I didn’t know her, not like I knew Theio Giorgo. He and Yiayia had visited every year for as long as I could remember, staying for weeks, sometimes months, at a time.

      But Theia Anna and her family had never visited. No one from Baba’s side did. Baba said it was because they didn’t have a lot of money and were too proud to let him pay, but I’d always considered my aunt the top suspect for the accident that had given me my scars. Not that I blamed her—not for that, anyway. But I did think it was a little crummy of her to never visit. I knew my aunt only as a voice on the phone, or a face on the computer screen. I had scrolled past her Facebook posts, listened to my father read her emails out loud, and made the occasional call on a holiday. But I didn’t know anything about her heart, her character. She was a stranger to me.

      “Chrysanthe…Chrysa?”

      A small woman with a pleasantly rounded figure and wide brown eyes stood wringing her hands, an almost painfully hopeful expression on her pretty face. Two small children hovered at her sides, looking up at me with open curiosity. The woman held her hands out to me, tears in her eyes.

      “Chrysa, I’m—”

      “Theia Anna.” I swallowed and took her hand. “Hello.”

      She kissed my hand and wiped the tears from her eyes. “It’s such a blessing to have you here, Chryssoula.”

      I winced at the pet name, the same one used by my mother—and by my grandmother and probably every older woman in my life, but right now all I could hear was my mother's voice telling me I needed to make a bigger effort.

      I took a shaky breath and forced a smile. My lips felt stiff, like they’d forgotten how to even pretend at joy.

      “Who do we have here?” I asked, turning to the children. “Are you my cousins?”

      “Yes,” the little girl said. “I’m Eva.”

      “Evangelia,” Theia Anna clarified. “And this is Panteli. We call him Teli.”

      Teli cocked his head at me. “Why does your arm look like that? And why do you sound funny?”

      A short, barrel-chested man who had to be his father—my Theio Mitso—reached over the pew and swatted the back of Teli’s head. “Please excuse him. He hasn’t yet learned to be polite.”

      “It’s fine.” I smiled through a wave of embarrassment and addressed one of Teli’s questions—the easier one. “I sound funny because I grew up in America. I have an accent.”

      “I’m learning English in school,” Evangelia said eagerly. “I can count to twenty, see—one, two, three, four...”

      “That’s very good,” I said, and this time a smile came more easily. “What else have you learned?”

      Theia Anna beamed at me as I let Evangelia and Teli take my hands and lead me from the church, chattering like squirrels. Once outside, however, they released me and ran with shrieks of delight to throw themselves at a frail old man.

      “My father-in-law,” Theia Anna explained. “Panteli Apostolou.”

      “Hello,” I said as the old man approached. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “And you, child.” He smiled warmly and cocked his head, looking uncannily like his grandson. “Po, po, po, look at those arms! A warrior’s muscles and the battle scars to go with them. Are you an Amazon, my girl?”

      I froze. Baba used to call me that. His Amazon, his warrior. When I shot up like a weed two years earlier than the other girls in my class and then kept on growing both in height and musculature, he told me to be proud of my size and strength, to glory in it. And, because I could see that he was proud, I was, too. When the other girls snickered behind my back, I just ran harder and faster and made sure I beat every single one of them. When I reached my full height at five feet, ten inches—taller than many boys even in junior year—I worked harder still, excelling at everything so that, if people were going to look at me, they could find nothing to criticize.

      But if there was admiration in Panteli's gaze, there was also amusement—like he found the idea of a girl with muscles faintly ridiculous. My eyes narrowed, and I lifted my chin.

      “Yes,” I said. “Excuse me, my grandmother is waiting.”

      I turned and scanned the now-crowded courtyard for Yiayia, who was not, in fact, waiting for me. She was talking to a curly-haired young man, chuckling and shaking her head at something he’d said. My shoulders tensed. It was him, the young man who had helped bury my parents’ ashes. I studied him as he helped my grandmother over the uneven cobblestones with easy familiarity. I’d felt something that day when I looked at him…recognition, almost, or a memory. But that couldn’t be—I had been only a toddler when I left. I didn’t remember a thing from my time in Greece.

      Before I had consciously made the decision, I was striding toward Yiayia and the young man. He tried to turn away, but Yiayia stopped him with a hand on his arm. He sighed and waited for me with his hands in his pockets. Yiayia squeezed the young man’s arm and muttered something that sounded like "be nice" before she drifted away.

      I stopped in front of him and thrust out my hand with a smile. Head up, shoulders back—friendly, yet assertive, just as my father had taught me.

      “Hello,” I said. “I’m—”

      “Chrysanthe Markou,” he said, giving my hand the briefest squeeze. “I know.”

      I frowned, recognition flickering again. “Do I know you?”

      “Knew me, maybe.” He shrugged. “A long time ago.”

      I studied him for a moment, taking in his black curls and the firm line of his jaw. Like me—like many Greeks, in fact—he didn't have the stereotypical dark olive skin Americans tended to associate with Mediterranean ethnicities, but he was tanned brown as a nut. Though he was scowling now, there were faint laugh lines around his eyes and mouth. My eyes fell to his lips as they twisted in something like regret, and a name floated to the surface of my mind. I blurted it out without thinking.

      “Alexi!”

      His brows shot up. “You do remember.”

      “No.” I blinked, shaking my head. “I don’t know where that came from.”

      “That’s probably for the best,” he said, turning away.

      I frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means…” He paused and bowed his head as if searching for the right words. Finally, he looked back at me, his eyes full of sorrow and resentment. “You should leave.”

      My eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      “You should go back to America,” he said with ruthless clarity. “You should never have come here.”

      Without another word, he turned and stalked off, catching an older man by the elbow and pulling him away. The older man, who looked like he might be Alexi’s father, looked back with a deep frown but followed Alexi out of the courtyard. I watched them go with my mouth hanging open, utterly flummoxed. I turned to Yiayia, who had reappeared beside me.

      “Who the hell does he think he is?” I fumed. “Who is he?”

      “Alexi Samaras,” Yiayia sighed. “My godson.”

      “What?” I gaped at her. “Since when do you have a godson?”

      “Since I baptized him in the church as a squalling, snotty babe,” Yiayia said tartly. “He screamed like a stuck piglet.”

      “Well, you might have mentioned it at some point in the last decade, if only to warn me,” I said. “He’s a jerk.”

      She patted my arm with another sigh. “He’ll warm up. Give him time.”

      “Chrysa,” my aunt called.

      Theia Anna was back, and this time she had a girl with her who looked like she might be my age. She was slender and glamorous in shiny black heels and a fitted dress, and she made me feel like a towering oaf just by looking at me. I let out a sharp breath through my nose. After Panteli’s teasing about my arms and Alexi’s shocking rudeness, I was in no mood to give anyone else an opportunity to make fun of me. I glared at the girl, but she only smiled sweetly and tucked a lock of honey-colored hair behind her ear.

      “Chrysa, this is Elena,” Theia Anna said, glancing between us nervously. “My niece, on Mitso’s side. I…well, I thought you might like to get to know each other.”

      “Some friends and I are going to the festival tomorrow,” Elena offered. “I’d love it if you came with us.”

      I blinked. “Festival?”

      “Tis Panagias,” Yiayia reminded me. “Of course you’ll go. Won’t you, Chrysa?”

      “I—” I floundered, trying to get my bearings. Tomorrow was August 15, the Virgin Mary’s festival. “Yeah, I guess.”

      Elena smiled at me, a pair of charming dimples appearing on her cheeks. “We’ll meet you at Theia Anna’s shop in town. At eight?”

      “Perfect,” Yiayia said, and took my arm. “Come along, Chrysa.”

      “What was that about?” I hissed as we walked away. “I don’t want to go to the festival! I just want—”

      “To stay home and mope,” Yiayia finished. “Well, you can’t. You must find your place here, my love. Grow some roots.”

      Roots. Community. I’d never been any good at that in America. My whole life I’d felt out of place and out of step, and I’d comforted myself with the thought that I simply didn’t belong there. But if today was anything to go by, I didn’t belong here, either. I looked at my grandmother helplessly.

      “How?”

      She smiled and patted my cheek. “Just try. That’s enough for now.”
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      I wasn’t expecting the donkeys.

      Or maybe they were mules. Whatever they were, there were dozens of them accompanying the line of pilgrims streaming down the hill and into Kalochori’s town square. Festive garlands hung around the donkeys’ necks, and their bridles glittered with bells that could be heard over the music blaring across the square. The streets were lined with pilgrims, townspeople, and tourists, all smiling and laughing and eating.

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Theia Anna clasped her hands to her chest, her eyes shining. “Blessed be the Theotokos.”

      I crossed myself and murmured, “Amin.”

      Today, the fifteenth of August, marked the ascension of the Virgin Mary into heaven. They called it the Dormition, the “falling-asleep.” It sounded like a peaceful way to go. Not like burning to death in your own home.

      The celebrations were anything but peaceful. At the other end of the square, a clarinet wailed over the sharp twang of bouzouki and the jangle tambourines. Those who weren't watching the procession of donkeys had begun an impromptu circle dance while a small crowd cheered them on, clapping in time with the music. I bit my lip. Once upon a time, my mother and father would have been right in the thick of a dance like that. And they would have dragged me along, too. I would have blushed and maybe grumbled, but I would have ended up laughing and kicking up my heels with the best of them. My mother would have seen to it.

      I opened my mouth to tell Theia Anna that I’d changed my mind and that I wanted to go home to Yiayia’s house. But she was already turning to hug Elena, who had just arrived with two other girls in tow.

      “Elena, there you are. I’m so glad that you invited Chrysa to join you.”

      “Yes,” I mumbled, a little belatedly. “Thank you.”

      “It was my pleasure,” Elena said with a simpering smile. “Chrysa, these are my friends. Vaso—” She gestured to a plump girl with painted nails and highlights in her hair. “And Toula.”

      Vaso said nothing. She gaped at my scars without even trying to be subtle about it. Her eyes roved over the puckered skin, and her lips formed a silent, “Wow.” I gave her a cool look and crossed my arms. Elena’s smile grew stiff in the silence. She elbowed Toula, who sighed irritably.

      “Hi.” Toula popped her gum and smirked at me, her watery brown eyes narrowing. “We’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “All good,” Elena said, with a quick glance at Theia Anna.

      “Of course it was. You girls have fun.” Theia Anna gave us one last smile and disappeared into her shop.

      The rest of us stared at each other for several long moments, at a loss for anything to say.

      “Let’s go see the horses,” Elena finally suggested. “They should be arriving soon. We’ll get a better view outside town.”

      I trailed after Elena and her friends as they wove through the crowd. The crush thinned as we neared the town’s edge, just as Elena had said. She and her friends perched on the edge of a small fountain, giggling over something on Toula’s phone. I hovered awkwardly a few feet away, my hands in my pockets. How much time did Yiayia expect me to spend at this festival?

      Just as I was about to offer some excuse and escape, I was interrupted by a harsh caw. A crow swooped out of a nearby tree, close enough to brush my cheek with its wing as it passed. The three girls shrieked, ducking and scrambling away from the fountain. I turned to watch the crow as it came to rest on the branch of a linden tree.

      “Ugh!” Vaso scooped up a rock and flung it at the crow.

      Startled and angry—her rock had narrowly missed my head—I whipped around and cried, “What’s your problem?”

      “They’re dirty,” Vaso said, glaring at the crow. “And disgusting.”

      “So what? It’s not doing anything to you. Leave it alone.”

      “Let me try,” Toula offered. She cleared her throat ostentatiously and called out, “Sto kalo! Sto kalo! Kala nea na mou fereis!”

      I frowned. Was she joking? Travel well and bring me good news. It was a charm used to banish crows, the traditional bringers of bad luck. But few believed in such superstition anymore, and no one I’d ever met actually used the old charms, since, obviously, they rarely worked. The crow was still perched in the linden, gazing at us with beady eyes.

      “Ah, well.” Toula slid me a sly glance. “I guess the magic won’t work for me. Too bad your grandmother isn’t here.”

      My eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing,” Elena said soothingly. “Toula’s just being silly.”

      “It is silly,” Vaso agreed, though there was a glint in her eye as she looked at me. “Imagine!”

      “I don't know,” Toula mused. “If it’s so ridiculous, why do so many say it?”

      “Say what, exactly?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “They say Aglaia Drakou is a magissa.” Toula's smile was hard.

      I gritted my teeth. Just because my grandmother was eccentric didn’t mean she was a witch.

      “Look,” Elena said, taking my arm. Standing up, she bounced on her toes and pointed up the hill. “Here they come!”

      Giving Toula one last suspicious look, I turned to see what Elena was talking about. She seemed far too excited for it to be more donkeys.

      A magnificent black horse pranced in the street, arching its neck and snorting impressively under the festive lights strung overhead. And there, seated atop the horse’s back, was Alexi Samaras. He rose easily in the saddle, a wry smile on his lips as he looked back at the line of riders behind him. The tourists—they had to be tourists—whooped and laughed and teetered like sacks of potatoes on their mounts, who plodded complacently after Alexi and his pretty horse.

      Elena’s smile widened. “There’s Alexi. You met him yesterday, didn’t you?”

      “I did,” I said, my lips twisting. “I didn’t know he was into horses.”

      “Oh, very. He and his father organize outdoor excursions,” Elena explained, her eyes on Alexi. “On the river and on the mountain. Mountaineering, rock climbing, rafting—and horseback riding, of course.”

      “That horse doesn’t seem like trail ride material,” I observed.

      I let out a slow breath. I could let go of my irritation with Toula if it meant finding out more about Alexi.

      Elena smiled fondly. “That’s Nefeli. She’s meant for bigger things.”

      “Such as?”

      “Competitions with prize money. There was a xeno who stayed a while ago. Four years? Five? He got Alexi hooked on the English way of riding. You know, jumping and dressage and all that. He even helped Alexi buy Nefeli before he left. Alexi’s been training her ever since. They’ve competed a few times in Athens and qualified for bigger shows in Germany and France, but…well, you know. Traveling is difficult.”

      “You seem to know a lot about it,” I said. “Is he your boyfriend?”

      “Oh,” Elena said, blushing. “No.”

      “Not yet,” Vaso murmured, twirling a strand of bleached hair around her finger.

      “Oh, Vaso, stop.” Elena swatted Vaso, but a smug smile touched her lips. To me she said, “You know how it is—everyone knows everyone’s stories.”

      “Even yours, Chrysa Amerikana.” Toula nudged me with her elbow and gave me what I was coming to think of as her signature sidelong smile. “Especially yours.”

      “Yours and Alexi’s,” Vaso murmured. Elena scowled.

      I looked at them in surprise. “What’s there to tell?”

      “Nothing,” Elena said with a sniff. “They’re being dramatic.”

      Toula grinned. “Very dramatic. Family and friendships torn asunder, broken hearts all around, the works.”

      I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s nothing.” Elena rolled her eyes. “Alexi’s parents were disappointed when your family moved to America, that’s all. They were all really close, so obviously the separation was difficult.”

      “Alexi didn’t seem to mind,” I muttered.

      “What do you mean?” Elena asked quickly. “Have you…talked?”

      “Briefly,” I said, grimacing at the memory. “I’m not sure what I did to get on his bad side, but I don’t think he likes me much.”

      “Oh,” Elena said, smiling now. “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “It might be,” Toula said. “He might be jealous.”

      I shot her an annoyed glance. She just didn’t know when to quit, did she? “Jealous of what?”

      “Well, your grandmother is his Nouna,” Toula said, as if it were obvious. “His godmother. She helped raise him after his mother died…maybe he doesn’t want to share her.”

      Elena frowned. “Don’t be ridiculous. Alexi isn’t like that.”

      As much as I was starting to dislike Toula, I wasn’t so sure she was wrong. Alexi had told me flat out that he didn’t want me here, and he’d looked like he meant it. But where did he get off, anyway, comforting my grandmother and putting his hands on my mother’s grave as if he cared about her—as if he were family? Yet somehow, I was the interloper here?

      I wanted to be offended. Maybe righteously angry. But part of me worried that he was right. I’d felt like an outsider ever since I arrived, even with my family. Blood ties ran strong among Greeks, but were they stronger than the bonds formed by years of shared experience?

      My grandmother and uncle had tried to stay close. Theio Giorgo was my nouno, my godfather, closer to me than anyone but my own parents. But their life was here in the mountains, and Alexi—and Theia Anna and Elena and even Toula and Vaso—had been a part of it in a way I hadn’t been for over a decade. This was my birthplace, my homeland, yet I felt like a stranger. A xeni.

      “The dancing will start soon,” Elena said with an uneasy glance at me. “Let’s go watch.”

      “I…I think I’m going to go home,” I said, looking away. “I’m pretty tired.”

      “If you’re sure.” Elena shrugged.

      “Yeah, I—”

      But Elena was already turning back to the parade. A pit opened in my stomach and filled with something that was part shame, part disappointment. I had been tried, tested, and found wanting. There was no room for me in their friendship, maybe no room for me anywhere in this town. With nothing more than a whisper and a shared smirk, Toula and Vaso followed Elena. The three of them closed ranks, shoulder to shoulder in an impenetrable wall.“Bye,” I murmured and watched them go.
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      I left Kalochori by the main road, my hands deep in my pockets and my shoulders hunched against the evening’s sudden chill. Even in August, it could get pretty cold up here, especially at night. I had a feeling, though, that the cold was in my mind and heart more than my body. Now that I was alone on a deserted road in the no-man’s land between Kalochori and Pyrga, doubts started creeping and crowding around me.

      Had I overreacted? Maybe I’d been too sensitive—maybe Toula was trying to be funny. Maybe he doesn’t want to share…The joke could have been intended to be at Alexi’s expense rather than mine. But it was still mean, and so was Toula. I kicked a rock and watched it skitter off the road and over the edge of the cliff. The sound of it clattering away into the gorge seemed absurdly loud in the stillness.

      I walked until I came to the crossroads. My path would take me up and up, while the other led to Milia, another village farther down the mountain. But I took neither. I left the road and stepped over the rickety guard rail so that I was standing right on the cliff’s edge. The gorge spread below me, full of deep shadows and crags. Every leaf was washed in silver, and the Mati river glowed far below like a white satin ribbon under the full moon. The vastness of the gorge was staggering, rivaled only by the immensity of the star-strewn sky above. It made me feel small and lonely but comforted, somehow. Had my parents ever stood here on a night like this one and felt the way I felt now? Probably not. More likely they sat on the cliff’s edge, holding hands and finding fantastical shapes in the stars.

      The thought warmed something deep inside me, something that I didn’t know had frozen until it started to thaw. I closed my eyes and imagined my parents sitting before me, dangling their legs over the cliff and giggling together. I could almost feel their presence, almost hear their voices.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      I whipped around and nearly fell over. For one, insane moment I thought—well. It didn’t matter what I thought. My waking dream disappeared like a scrap of mist, leaving only a woman in a draped white dress. She stood at the edge of the road with a small, amused smile on her face.

      “Forgive me,” she said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      My brow wrinkled. Where had she come from? Kalochori was a good three miles away, and I didn't think she'd been doing much walking—not in that getup.

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm my pounding heart.

      “I’m fine,” I said stiffly

      The woman smiled and tossed back a mane of hair that shone silver and white in the moonlight. I waited for her to say something more, but she only looked at me, the smile still curving her lips.

      “I’m Chrysa,” I offered, not knowing what else to say.

      Her smile widened. “I know.”

      “And, um, you are?”

      “I have been called by many names,” she said, a spark in her eye. “But among my kin I am known as Kalothia tou Pefkou.”

      I frowned. Kalothia of the Pines. I’d never heard of a last name like that. Maybe it was some sort of regional quirk?

      “Harika,” I said, still trying to be polite. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Indeed,” she said. “I have waited a long time for this meeting.”

      My brows rose. “Right.”

      “It is fitting that I should find you here,” she said. “For crossroads are ever places of magic and mystery. Do you believe in such things, Maiden?”

      Maiden. My neck prickled. I’d heard the name before—from a voice on the wind.

      I shrugged, edging sideways. “Not really.”

      But something, some warmth or energy buzzing beneath my skin, called me a liar.

      “Would you—could you—believe it if I told you the Moon’s Touch could help you atone for your parents’ deaths?”

      I froze. “What are you talking about?”

      “They died by fire,” Kalothia said, her eyes glittering. “But the flames were not born of chance, nor negligence. They died because of you.”

      Ice washed over me. I knew gossip traveled quickly in a small village, but this was ridiculous. I’d never seen or spoken to this woman in my life. How did she even know about the fire? Did everyone know? How many people had Theia Anna told? It must have been her. Yiayia and Theio Giorgo had agreed that our business was our business and no one else's. But, even if news of the fire had spread beyond my family, how could she know what I only suspected and feared—what I hadn’t dared speak aloud to a single soul?

      “I don’t know what you’ve heard,” I said, backing away. “Or who you heard it from, but—”

      Kalothia grinned, her teeth sharp and white. “No one you know.” She tipped her head back, lifting her face to the moon, then faced me again. “Go carefully, Maiden. Strange things happen when the moon is full.”

      She stepped backward into the shadow of the cliff face above and turned away.

      “Wait!”

      I scrambled back over the guard rail and darted around the bend in the road, searching. But Kalothia was gone. Vanished, as if into thin air.

      I stood there for a long time, my chest heaving, the little hairs on my arms and the back of my neck standing on end. The moon and stars glittered silently above me, no doubt full of answers—but none for me.
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      I ran home faster than I thought possible and burst into the kitchen, panting, to find Yiayia setting out mugs of honeyed mountain tea.

      “I met someone,” I blurted before she could say anything.

      Yiayia dimpled. “A boy?”

      “No,” I said shortly. “A woman. She said Mama and Baba died because of me.”

      Yiayia paused over the kettle for a moment, then resumed pouring. The fragrant smell of herbs wafted toward me, but their usual soothing influence had no effect on me tonight.

      “You read the police report, koukla,” Yiayia reminded me softly. “The fire was an accident.”

      “I know,” I said. “But I heard the firemen talking that night. The fire spread so fast! And nothing was left, not even bones. Normal fires don’t burn that hot. I told you that, and you wouldn’t listen, so I didn’t tell you what else happened that night… I did something. Something funny happened in my chest, a vase broke, and Mama told me to leave. And then they died. Now Kalothia—”

      Yiayia set the kettle down with a thump. “Stay away from Kalothia.”

      “You know her?”

      “Not well, thank God, but better than I’d like.” Yiayia scowled. “Stay away from her.”

      “But if what she’s saying is true—”

      “Very little of what she says is true,” Yiayia said. “About anything.”

      “But there’s something,” I insisted. “Something you’re not telling me. Why didn’t we bury my parents in the churchyard? What—”

      “Chrysa, stop,” Yiayia said. “Kalothia is a liar and a troublemaker, and the fire was not your fault. What more do you need to know?"

      “The truth,” I said, my voice louder than I meant it to be. “That fire was not an accident.”

      “The truth—whatever it is—won’t bring them back, poulaki mou.”

      Though Yiayia’s voice was gentle, I flinched. Poulaki mou. I heard my mother’s voice calling me little bird. First it was an endearment, then a family joke—no one looked less like a little bird than I did—and now a scourge burning across my back. I backed away from my grandmother, shaking my head in disbelief.

      “How can you not care?” I whispered. “How can you bear not to know?”

      “I bear it because I must,” she replied, just as softly. “My Thalia is gone. My duty now lies with you—guiding you, protecting you, providing for you, caring for you as I cared for her. As I know she cared for you. She wouldn’t want you to bring more pain upon yourself, koukla. She would want you to heal, to move on. Let it go, Chrysa.”

      It was a good speech, delivered with just the right balance of compassion and firmness. But she didn’t meet my eyes, not once, and the tension that had settled on her shoulders at the first mention of Kalothia had only intensified. I straightened my own shoulders.

      “I can’t do that,” I said. “I won’t.”

      “You will.” Yiayia’s voice was deceptively mild. “Stay away from Kalothia. Put her out of your mind.”

      The force of her command pressed against me, the weight of it almost tangible against my chest and shoulders. But for the first time, something in me pushed back. The harness of obedience slipped, then fell. I darted a glance at her. Had she noticed? No, of course not. She couldn’t even look at me. She was at the stove again, her back turned.

      “Alright,” I murmured. “Good night, Yiayia.”

      The hard line of her shoulders softened as she let out a heavy breath. “Good night, my love.”

      I padded down the hall to my room and slipped into bed. But I was still awake when the moon rose over the trees to shine into my window. Whatever the police report said, whatever my grandmother said, the fire that had killed my parents couldn’t have been natural. I’d known it from the beginning. Maybe Kalothia was telling the truth, maybe not. But there was one thing I knew for sure: Yiayia had a secret, and I was going to find out what it was.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      “Has Alexi warmed up yet?” I asked the next morning. Fat chance of that, but I didn’t have time to wait. I needed to talk to him—whether he wanted to talk to me or not.

      “Well.” Yiayia set a steaming bowl of trahana, the traditional breakfast of shepherds, in front of me and handed me a spoon. “Not exactly. It would help if you made the first move.”

      “I’m pretty sure I already did.” I scowled and blew delicately on a spoonful of the thick, savory porridge. I brought it to my lips, then hesitated. “But I’d be willing to give it another shot. You said his father was close to my parents?”

      “Very. Effrosini—Alexi’s mother—and my Thalia were like sisters,” Yiayia confirmed. “And Sotiri and Lukas got on famously once they met.”

      “Well, I want to meet Sotiri,” I said. “Mama and Baba talked about him my entire life. He was important to them, so he’s important to me.”

      Yiayia gave me a smile and an approving nod. “Sotiri will be thrilled. He felt it best to keep his distance until Alexi calmed down, but I know he’s been dying to see you.”

      A twinge of guilt plucked at my heart. I wasn’t lying, exactly. I was curious about Sotiri Samaras, but I wasn’t angling only for a reunion. I was more interested in Sotiri’s son, who had not only witnessed but participated in my parents’ strange burial.

      I’d thought at first that Alexi was just being a jerk when he told me I shouldn’t have come back to Greece—or maybe jealous, as Toula had so helpfully suggested. But what if it was something more? Whatever the police report said, I knew in my every bone that the fire had not been an accident. What if Alexi knew it, too? Kalothia’s revelation, if that’s what it was, put a different light on Alexi’s reaction. If he knew I was the reason my parents were dead, that I was the cause of his godmother’s grief…well, I couldn’t blame him if he hated me. I was starting to hate myself.

      The Samaras' farm lay outside of Pyrga, just off the road to Kalochori. Yiayia and I bypassed the village and winding road by hiking cross country through the ravines and back up again. A climb like that would be beyond the abilities of most seventy-year-old women, but Yiayia navigated the narrow, mossy paths like a mountain goat. It was supposed to be a shortcut—and it would have been if she hadn’t insisted on wandering off the path every few yards to gather herbs and fungi.

      “Horse chestnut,” she said, popping some spiky nuggets in the bag I held open for her. “Good for hemorrhoids.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind.” I slung the bag over my back. “Can we keep moving, please?”

      She raised her eyebrows at me. “Are we in a rush?”

      “I’m excited to meet Sotiri,” I said. “Is that a crime?”

      “No,” she said with a sly smile. “Neither is being excited to see Sotiri’s handsome son.”

      I scowled. “Stop that. He doesn’t like me, anyway.”

      “Nonsense,” Yiayia said. “He just…needs to warm up.”

      “I won’t hold my breath.”

      Sotiri was waiting for us when we arrived, seated under a rickety porch covered by an awning made of sheet metal. He held a string of worry beads in his hand, flipping them idly through his fingers, but when he saw us, he leaped to his feet and rushed forward.

      “Chryssoula!” He took me by the shoulders and planted two whiskery kisses on my cheeks. “Look at you! The last time I saw you, I could fit you on one shoulder.”

      Despite my ulterior motives, I smiled back at him with genuine warmth. The enthusiasm in his lined face and bright, crinkly blue eyes was infectious. He looked me over with an expression of pride that was almost paternal, joy suffusing his weathered face.

      “I feel like I already know you,” Sotiri went on, pulling me into a spontaneous hug. “Aglaia has told us so much about you over the years.”

      “Has she?”

      I couldn’t say the same. I flicked a glance at Yiayia, whose smile had gone tight. Though I’d heard his name all the time growing up, I knew barely anything about him. I knew nothing at all about Alexi or his late mother, Effrosini, my mother’s supposed best friend. Yiayia must have told my mother when she died, but I never heard a word of it. Why, though? Why would they keep something like that from me?

      In fact, my parents had kept a lot from me, now that I thought about it. Though at home we spoke Greek, ate Greek food, and watched Greek television, they never talked about their lives here—ever. They always turned the conversation back to me—my studies, my plans, my track and swim meets. My American life. Though I had begged and begged to visit Greece, they always found reasons to say no.

      Maybe they were just trying to keep me on track. But maybe there was more. Maybe they were trying to keep me on the other side of the Atlantic for a reason. But what could that reason have been? Had they known I was dangerous, that I was a freak? Or maybe they had been trying to keep me from Yiayia, who may or may not be wrapped up in some sort of pseudo-pagan cult.

      Sotiri ushered us inside, and I spent a torturous hour making small talk as we sipped the thick, strong coffee he poured for us. As pleasant as his company was, I was on a mission. There would be time to get to know Sotiri and make up for fourteen years of missed opportunities. Right now, I had to find Alexi and get to the bottom of his rudeness. If he just didn’t like me, fine. But he knew something about my grandmother’s oddity and, if my weird bursts of energy had anything to do with all this, maybe about the role I’d played in my parents’ deaths. He had answers, and I was going to get them.

      “Is Alexi here?” I finally asked. “I saw him at the parade with Nefeli. Elena said he’s hoping to compete?”

      “Oh, yes,” Sotiri said eagerly. “He’s quite good. Go out back and see for yourself. They’re training now. Just follow the path, and you’ll find them.”

      Silently blessing Sotiri, I ducked out and hurried around the side of the house. I found the stables, little more than a long, stone and metal lean-to filled with troughs of hay and water. But they were empty—not a horse to be seen. Frowning, I continued and found the path. A path, at least.

      I followed the track into the green shadows of the forest. Not three steps inside the trees, a long brown face appeared among the leaves of a scrubby bush as if by magic. The body attached to the face followed, and I laughed in surprise. A stocky, shaggy horse touched its nose to my face, then whuffled around my pockets. A second horse peered over the back of the first with a hopeful expression.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I don't have anything.”

      The horses snorted and moved off, swishing their tails. Now that I knew to look, I could see more bodies shifting to and fro between the trees. This must be Alexi’s herd. Was there a fence somewhere that I couldn’t see, or did they roam wild? And what did that say about Alexi if they did? Was it negligence or compassion to let them wander freely?

      I emerged a few minutes later in a wide clearing, the majority of which was taken up by a rough but well-kept ring filled with what looked like homemade jumps and obstacles. Nefeli’s dark mane fluttered like the shadow of a candle flame as she cantered smoothly around the edge of the ring, her muscles rippling beneath the gleaming black hide.

      As beautiful as Nefeli was, it was Alexi who took my breath away. He rode like a centaur, like he wasn’t a rider at all but an extension of the horse itself. His every movement was perfectly attuned to Nefeli’s, and his muscles seemed to flex and release in synchrony with hers. I watched, enthralled, as they soared over a barrier made of plastic barrels and landed as lightly as a feather. I hovered in the shadow of an oak tree, my eyes glued to the pair as they navigated the course.

      By the time Alexi dismounted, a faint but stubborn heat had risen in my chest and showed no signs of fading, no matter how many calming breaths I took. When he saw me, he scowled, making my cheeks blaze with renewed embarrassment and irritation. But his reaction only strengthened my resolve. I couldn’t believe the son of a man as warm as Sotiri was just naturally a dick, and I certainly hadn't done anything to earn his dislike. There had to be a reason for his brooding, and I was going to find out what it was.

      “Hey.” I forced myself to step forward. “I need to talk to you.”

      He led Nefeli past me, her bulk forcing me off the path. “I’m busy.”

      “It won’t take long.” I hopped over a fallen log and back onto the track, planting myself in front of him. “Five minutes. Then you can go back to being a malaka.”

      Alexi sighed. “Look, I know I was rude that day, and I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

      “You didn’t,” I lied. “But I do want some answers. What did you mean when you said I shouldn’t have come back?”

      “Nothing,” he said. “I was upset. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “That was pretty specific for an emotional outburst,” I pressed. “You said I shouldn’t have come back to Greece. You told me to leave—right after I buried my parents. I don’t think your father raised you to behave like that no matter how upset you were, and I know my grandmother didn’t. So, I’m thinking there must be a reason you said what you said.”

      Alexi’s hands tightened on Nefeli's reins. “I have to go.”

      “Please.” I moved closer, my heart thudding in my chest. “Please, tell me.”

      “There’s nothing to tell.” Alexi stepped into me, trying to force me back. “I was rude, I apologized, and now we’re done.”

      “We are not done.” I planted my feet. “You know something, and I’m not leaving until you tell me what it is.”

      Alexi’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe the big secret is that you’re a pushy, entitled American and you don’t belong here. Have you thought of that?”

      He leaned in, getting right in my face. He was taller than I was, but not by enough to loom effectively. I stared him down, our eyes nearly level. If he thought he could cow me, either with his body or his words, he was sorely mistaken.

      “You don’t know a damn thing about me.”

      I put my hand to his chest and shoved, a pulse of anger throbbing under my diaphragm. A hot wind came out of nowhere and whipped my hair across my face. Nefeli, who until now had been nibbling at some weeds, threw her head up with a snort and plunged forward, sending us both sprawling. I landed hard on my back with Alexi on top of me, our legs tangled together. For one stunned moment, we stared at each other, wide-eyed. Then he pushed himself off me with a curse and disappeared into the woods after Nefeli.
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      One great thing about living in the mountains is that you can’t really stomp for very long without getting out of breath. I was winded long before I reached my destination—before I realized what my destination was, even. I staggered into the glade where my parents had been laid to rest and bent over, wheezing. When I finally caught my breath and straightened up, I froze. This was the last place I wanted to be…or maybe it was the only place I wanted to be. I approached slowly, my eyes fixed on a small, sickly tree that seemed to have clawed its way out of the earth directly over my parents' grave.

      “What the…”

      I reached out to touch the skeletal branches, but before my fingertips made contact, a small cough behind me made me nearly jump out of my skin.

      “I take it Alexi was less than welcoming.”

      I whirled around and glared at my grandmother. “Don’t you make noise?”

      “Not much, no.” Yiayia grinned at me, her hands folded over her cane. “You’ll learn the trick of it soon enough.”

      “How did you know I’d be here?” I asked. “I didn’t even know I’d be here.”

      Yiayia raised her eyebrows. “Perhaps I simply wanted to visit my daughter.”

      “You’re out of luck. She isn’t here.” I wrapped my arms around myself, blinking away tears. “Yiayia, what is going on? Please, just tell me.”

      “There’s nothing to tell,” she said gently. “You’re here to heal, and I’m here to keep you safe. That’s what’s going on.”

      “Keep me safe, or keep other people safe from me?” I challenged. “I swear on this grave, something happened that night. And something happened again the day of the burial.” I jabbed a finger at the seedling. “I did that, Yiayia. I put my hand on the grave and a sprout came out, and now that sprout has grown into an ugly little tree.”

      “It’s not ugly, it’s sick.” Yiayia moved forward and peered at it. “Melia. An ash tree.”

      “Who cares what kind of tree it is?” I threw my hands up in frustration. “Yiayia, you’re not listening to me! I’m telling you—”

      “I am listening to you, and I hear that you’re tired and confused and upset,” Yiayia said firmly. “Aite, pame. Let's go home. My feet hurt, and you need to rest.”

      “You think I’m crazy,” I whispered, then gave a broken little laugh. “Of course you do. You’re probably right.”

      “You are not crazy.” Yiayia took my hands and looked directly into my eyes. “My love, I do hear you, and you’re right. There are things you don’t know—things I can’t tell you yet. But I’m asking you to trust me.”

      “You don’t have to ask,” I said, sniffing. “You could command me to trust you.”

      “Not anymore,” she sighed, and gave me a sharp look. “But I think you know that already. Even if I could, I wouldn’t.”

      I couldn’t speak. I was tired of fighting with her, tired of wrestling with all my recriminations and doubts. The ash tree before me looked as wretched as I felt, its branches rattling forlornly in the slight breeze. The wind shifted, carrying with it a whiff of sage and lavender. My mother’s perfume—Yiayia’s, too.

      “Alright, Yiayia.” I took a breath and wiped my eyes. “Let’s go home.”

      It wasn’t until Yiayia tucked me into bed that I realized the wind had been blowing from behind me, while Yiayia had stood in front. The scent hadn’t come from my grandmother at all…it had come from the tree.
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      Over the next few days, I bumped and rattled around the house aimlessly, helping Yiayia with household chores but otherwise lost in my own dark thoughts of lies and secrets and death. Whatever Yiayia might think, I was never going to just let this go. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her—or maybe that’s exactly what it was. But why should I trust her, when she had all but admitted that she was purposely keeping me in the dark? Didn’t I have a right to know what had really happened the night my parents died? The thought was like a scab ripe for picking, and I couldn’t resist poking and prodding at it until it drove me up into the mountain pastures looking for Theio Giorgo, the only person left who might be persuaded to part with whatever secret was being kept from me.

      Our mountain was one of the tallest in the region, plunging into the sky like a titan’s fist. Jagged cliffs soared above me, shrouded in drifting mist that made it seem like the landscape was constantly shifting. Patches of sky opened intermittently and let the sun shine through. I tipped my face up as I walked, reveling in the warm sun on my skin and the cool breeze snaking through my hair.

      The trees could only survive so high; past the tree line, open meadows filled with wildflowers dominated the mountainside, punctuated by rocky outcroppings covered in lichen. This was where my uncle’s sheep feasted on fragrant grasses and produced milk for cheese so flavorful it was like eating a creamy salad.

      Up here there was a sense of peace like I’d never imagined, but that peace could be deceptive. There were dangers, too. My uncle’s animals weren’t the only livestock to graze up here, and flocks were generally guarded by huge shepherd dogs who didn’t take kindly to strangers. It sounded like I was about to meet at least two of them. Furious barking echoed in the stillness, the sound growing louder by the second.

      I looked around frantically for something to climb or hide behind, but the grassy slopes were bare except for low, jutting rocks that would offer little protection. I was wondering if the advice I’d gotten for bears back home in Vermont would apply when two enormous gray dogs surged over the top of the knoll. They were followed by a slight, dark man carrying a shepherd’s staff. His eyes widened when he saw me, and he lunged forward to grasp the dogs by the thick ruffs around their necks.

      “Down,” he told them firmly. To me, he said, “You must be Chrysanthe.”

      “Yes,” I said uncertainly. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Bilal,” he said. “I help your uncle with the sheep.”

      “Oh!” I smacked my forehead. How many times had I heard Bilal’s name over the dinner table? Theio Giorgo talked about him all the time. “I’m sorry, I should have known. He’s told me a lot about you.”

      I gazed at Bilal curiously. Theio Giorgo had told me plenty about his friend and assistant, but he had never explained how a Pakistani immigrant had come to work in the northern mountains of Greece. The region had its share of immigrants, documented or otherwise, but they mostly came from Albania, which was practically within spitting distance.

      Bilal grinned. “I’ve heard a lot about you, too. I’m glad to finally meet you.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m looking for my uncle. I didn’t mean to upset the dogs.”

      I glanced warily at the dogs, who were straining against Bilal’s grip, their eyes fixed on my face and their noses twitching. As I met their gaze, their plumed tails began to thump against the ground. An inexplicable wave of affection and familiarity drove me forward despite Bilal’s grunt of protest.

      “Stay back,” he warned. “They’re not pets.”

      When I spoke, my words felt like someone else’s. “They won’t hurt me.”

      I offered my hands to the dogs. They surged upward, breaking Bilal’s hold, and pushed their enormous heads into my stomach, snuffling and nibbling and licking my hands. One of them rose and planted his paws on my shoulders, sniffing all around my face and neck. I giggled and fondled his floppy ears.

      “What are their names?” I asked, smiling at Bilal’s goggle-eyed shock.

      Bilal shook himself and cleared his throat. “That one’s Argo. His brother is Paris.”

      “They’re beautiful.”

      Argo and Paris were tall and muscular with thick fur, grizzled gray and black like a wolf’s pelt. But their muzzles and ears were soft and wide, more like a St. Bernard’s. Their eyes were dark and soulful and somehow aware. They recognized me. I knew, rationally, that such a thought was beyond ridiculous—I’d never seen these dogs before in my life, and anyway, they were just dogs—but I could swear that they knew who I was and were welcoming me home.

      With an unexpected lump in my throat, I disengaged myself from Argo and bent to let Paris lick my cheek. His breath was warm and comforting, and, when he took my jaw between his teeth, I wasn’t afraid. But I could see that it was making Bilal uncomfortable, so I straightened and rested my hands on the dogs’ backs.

      “It’s alright,” I said. “They like me.”

      Bilal eyed the dogs grinning and panting at my side. “I can see that. But we should get back to the flock. They have a job to do.”

      “Oh, of course. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Bilal said, shaking his head. “I’m just not used to seeing them so friendly. They’re bred to be suspicious.”

      Argo and Paris didn’t leave my side as Bilal led me up the slope and then down into a dip between two ridges. I could barely make out Theio Giorgo’s dark curls amid the milling, meh-eh-eh-ing sea of sheep. My uncle straightened up and slapped the rump of the ewe he’d been milking, sending it leaping away. Bilal jogged over to help him secure the canister of milk to the back of an ATV parked nearby. He said something I couldn’t hear but which made my uncle laugh, his face lighting up like a candle flickering to life.

      Bilal said something else, and Theio Giorgo’s head snapped in my direction.

      “Well, this is a surprise,” he called, wading through the herd. “Out for a hike?”

      I shrugged. “More of a run. I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      “It is,” I said bluntly. “Yiayia is keeping secrets from me, and so are you.”

      “Oh, koukla.” Theio Giorgo shook his head. “It’s…complicated.”

      I crossed my arms. “I’m a smart girl. I think I can keep up.”

      “Chryssoula, stop it.” Theio Giorgo turned away. “You need to go home.”

      “But, Nouno—”

      “Go home, Chrysa.”

      “Ugh!” I growled in frustration and called after him, “If you won’t give me answers, I’m going to find them on my own.”

      Fuming, I watched him go and whispered, “Just watch me.”
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      Despite my brave words to Theio Giorgo, I was at a loss. There had been over a dozen people at my parents’ burial, but I had no clue who any of them were, much less how to get in touch with them. In desperation, I finally turned to Theia Anna. She was my father’s sister. She had to know something, didn’t she?

      It was easy enough to arrange dinner with Theia Anna and her family. But when the time came, I found myself reluctant to board the bus to Kalochori, and not only because the bus was a vomit-inducing deathtrap on wheels. I didn’t want to spend time with Theia Anna only to further my own ends. She and her husband and her children were my family. But what was I supposed to say to them when I wasn’t fishing for information? I hated meeting new people. I never knew what to say or how to act. Talking to people was hard enough without the added awkwardness of unfulfilled family ties.

      I felt it whenever I spent time with Theia Anna. There was this pressure to be comfortable, to feel instantly close because we were family. When I didn’t feel either close or comfortable, I felt like there was something wrong with me, like I was crazy for feeling the pressure in the first place or, even worse, that she and Theio Mitso just didn’t like me.

      I wasn’t looking forward to a whole evening of that discomfort. I also wasn’t looking forward to feeling guilty for having ulterior motives. I really did want to get to know them, and I didn’t want to lie or misuse anyone. But I had to get some answers. Giving up wasn’t an option. I only hoped that I could come up with something to say that wasn’t just a ploy for information.

      I still hadn’t thought of anything by the time I arrived in Kalochori, sweaty and shaking with motion sickness. Theia Anna must have been watching for the bus because she waved to me from the door of the shop as soon as I stepped onto the curb. I fixed a smile on my face and waved back despite a growing urge to chase the bus down and get back on. A little vomit was a small enough price to pay for an escape, wasn’t it?

      “I'm so glad you came, koukla.” Theia Anna kissed both of my cheeks. “Evangelia and Teli are so excited.”

      My smile steadied. My cousins, aged six and eight, were the only relatives I’d met who didn’t make me uncomfortable. Maybe if I focused on them, things would fall into place.

      Theia Anna ushered me upstairs to the apartment above the shop. Little Teli met us at the door with a jack o’lantern grin. I couldn’t help but laugh. Two of his teeth were missing, and his tongue poked through the hole. He wiggled it, making me laugh again.

      “Hi, Teli.”

      “Chrysa!” Teli’s older sister, Evangelia, appeared behind him and beckoned me inside. “Mama and I made koulourakia, come see!”

      “Yum! Yes, please.”

      I followed her into the kitchen and admired the braided butter cookies spread out on racks to cool. A pot of green beans stewed with tomatoes and lamb bubbled on the stove, and a mountain of rice pilaf and yogurt was ready and waiting to be served.

      “Go sit, Chrysa,” Theia Anna said. “I’ll have this out in a minute.”

      “No, I’ll help. Where do you keep the silverware?”

      Theio Mitso wandered into the dining room as I was setting the table. I returned his smile of welcome but didn’t say anything beyond a murmured, “Hello, Theio.” He didn’t press me for anything more, content to examine Teli’s very graphic drawing of one dinosaur eating another while Evangelia chattered in his ear.

      “How are you settling in, Chrysa?” Theia Anna asked after we had all been served. “We’re so glad to have you, but I know it must be hard.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Yiayia and Theio Giorgo have been great. I really like it here.”

      To my surprise, the words didn’t feel like a lie. The mountains and forests felt like home, even if nothing else did, and there was something about the mountain air that made me want to gulp it down like a cool drink of water.

      “Did you have a good time at the festival?” Theia Anna asked. “Elena said you left early.”

      “I wasn’t feeling well, that’s all,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “The festival was great.”

      Theia Anna opened her mouth to say something more, but Teli interrupted her.

      “Are you going to go to school? Baba says you can’t read.”

      Theio Mitso groaned. “Boy, you will be the death of me. I didn’t say she couldn’t. I only wondered, since Lykeio opens soon. Can you read and write, Chrysa?”

      Theia Anna kicked her husband under the table and shot me a worried glance.

      “Yes,” I said, remembering the stack of books under my bed with a flash of guilt. “Theio Giorgo got me the books for high school.”

      “And have you been studying?”

      “Of course,” I lied.

      Theio Mitso smiled. “Good girl. You are certainly your parents’ daughter.”

      My stomach clenched against a wave of shame. It had come as an unpleasant shock when I realized that my command of Greek, though perfectly fluent in everyday conversation, was nowhere near an academic standard. I’d taken one look at the books Theio Giorgo brought me and shoved them under the bed.

      What would my parents say, if they knew? I didn’t have to reach far for an answer: they would help me. They might tease me or nag me, but they would sit me down and walk me through every word of the dense texts if they had to.

      Theio Giorgo would try to help if I asked, of course, but he had never been much of a student, and he was so busy. Yiayia’s formal education had ended in the eighth grade. Who did that leave besides the family I’d just lied to?

      “They must have been so proud of you.” Theia Anna shook her head with a small smile. “They always wanted the best for you. I suppose they thought America—”

      Theio Mitso shot her a disgruntled look, which she ignored.

      “I'm sorry. I just never understood why they left so suddenly,” she said. It had the air of an old argument. “Lukas never mentioned America until the day he told us they were leaving. Before any of us could even ask why, they were on a plane.”

      Her eyes lingered on my scars, and once again I wondered if she had been the one responsible for them. But now wasn’t the time to find out about that. She’d given me the perfect opportunity to ask about my parents, and I couldn’t squander it.

      “That is odd,” I said, trying to keep my voice light. “I wonder what the rush was.”

      Theio Mitso gave me a strained smile and a wink. “I think your father woke up one day and realized what a little genius you were going to be.”

      “They weren’t…running from anything?” I asked. “I don't know, debts or something?”

      Theio Mitso laughed, the tension leaving his face. “Debts? Not a chance. There was never a more annoyingly responsible man than your father.”

      “And—and it wasn’t me? I wasn’t sick or anything?”

      At this, his smile faltered, and Theia Anna jumped in.

      “No, of course not. It had to be the educational opportunities.” Theia Anna gave a little laugh as well. “If the only impulsive thing my brother ever did was to take his daughter to America, I suppose we can’t fault him for that.”

      “Chrysa, look.” Teli shoved a piece of paper at me, evidently tired of being left out. “It’s a dog.”

      I studied the mess of scrawled lines and blobs of ink. “You know, my nouno has dogs to help him with the sheep. Their names are Argo and Paris. I met them the other day.”

      Evangelia perked up, her attention finally torn away from her own drawing. “Are they nice?”

      Theia Anna’s hand fluttered to her throat in alarm. “You went up to the pastures? Panagia mou. Tell me you didn’t go alone.”

      “It’s okay,” I assured her. “They’re sweet. Though I think I might have given Bilal a heart attack.”

      Theio Mitso frowned. “Giorgo still has that Arab working for him?”

      “Bilal is Pakistani,” I said, taken aback. “He’s really nice.”

      “You be careful, Chrysa,” he said, pointing his fork at me. “A man like that can seem nice—until he isn't.”

      My eyes narrowed. “A man like what, exactly?”

      “Nothing, nothing,” Theia Anna said soothingly. “Let’s have dessert.”

      “No, tell me,” I insisted. “What do you mean?”

      “He’s a drifter,” Theio Mitso said. “What’s to stop him from robbing your uncle blind and running off? He has no roots here, nothing to keep him or hold him accountable.”

      “He’s hardly a drifter,” I said. “It’s been—what, six years since Theio Giorgo hired him?”

      “From where, I’d like to know,” Theio Mitso said, waving his fork. “Giorgo just plucked him off the streets of Athens.”

      “An act of charity he clearly doesn’t regret and for which we shouldn’t chide him,” Theia Anna said firmly.

      She gave her husband a meaningful look and tilted her head toward the children, who had abandoned their drawings and were watching us with bright-eyed fascination.

      “Yes, of course,” Theio Mitso muttered. “Very kind of him. He has nothing to worry about.” We all subsided into an awkward silence. This time, it didn’t lift. Maybe—probably—I could have tried a little harder. But I was annoyed by Theio Mitso's attitude, disappointed by another failure to get answers, and now worried about school and feeling guilty and ashamed that I hadn’t spent more time preparing.

      It was a relief to finally board the bus back to Pyrga at the end of the evening. I slumped against the seat, drained and dejected. I was out of luck, and out of ideas. There was no one left to ask, no stone to overturn. So, what now? I’d have to settle for doing what I’d been raised to do: be a good student and get into a good college. But I wouldn’t forget Kalothia’s words. I would keep watching and waiting for an opportunity to arise. And when it did, I would be ready.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      “Just a few bites.” Yiayia waved a slice of bread at me as I whirled around my room, snatching up the textbooks I’d fallen asleep trying to read the night before. “You can’t go to school without breakfast.”

      “Yiayia, I can’t. I’m going to miss the bus.”

      “Take it with you then.” She stuck the bread in my mouth as I tried to protest again and stepped aside. “Go on.”

      Dragged down by my enormous book bag and now gagging on breadcrumbs, I staggered down the hall and yanked the door open while simultaneously trying to wipe a smear of marmalade from my cheek. I had exactly seven minutes before the bus arrived, and it would take at least five to walk to the bus stop. But I could do it. Everything was fine. Just fine. I pushed open the kitchen door and stepped into the sunlight, ready to meet the day.

      It had been a week since my dinner with Theia Anna, and, despite my best efforts, I hadn’t been able to clear my mind of my suspicions—or of my failure to confirm or deny them. But today was different. For once, I wasn’t going to think about secret ceremonies or accusations of murder from a creepy woman in the moonlight or my own guilt. I was going to go to school and do the one thing I was raised to do: kick some academic ass. It was the first day of school—the best day of the year.

      “Ack!”

      I caught only a brief impression of shaggy bulk and pink tongues before I found myself on the ground with hard-nailed feet pounding my torso and those same tongues rasping and sliding all over my face, around my ears, my eyes, my neck—everywhere. You wouldn’t think a tongue that big could fit inside a nostril, but you would be wrong. So very, very wrong.

      “Down! Down! Get off me, you—oof!”

      Paris—or maybe Argo—stepped squarely on my diaphragm, and they both took advantage of my breathlessness to renew their attack. I squeezed my eyes and mouth shut and flailed at them with my hands, pushing hard every time I met something solid.

      “Yiayia!” I yelled. “Help!”

      “Chrysa?” The kitchen door crashed open. “What on earth—stop that, you silly creatures. Sit.”

      The dogs sat. I lay still for a moment, wheezing, then sat up and looked down at myself in dismay. My once-white button-down blouse and soft blue skinny jeans were covered in dog hair, muddy paw prints, streaks of drool—there wasn’t a single patch of clean fabric. To top it all off, there was a tear in the hem of my blouse.

      “Here.” Yiayia tugged a handkerchief out of her apron pocket and handed it to me. “Wipe your face.”

      I took the handkerchief and began with my eyes to hide the tears of frustration threatening to break loose. Yiayia brushed me off as best she could with a rag.

      “Do you have time to change?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. “Not unless I can find another ride. Theio Giorgo isn’t here, is he?”

      Yiayia shook her head. “These wretches must have come down on their own.”

      “Damn,” I muttered. “Damn, damn, damn.”

      Paris whined and stretched his nose in my direction. I scowled at him.

      “Don’t even think about it, dog.” I tipped my head back with a groan. “Okay. I’m fine. It’s fine. I can still make it if I run.”

      “Good luck,” Yiayia said, but I was already running, my backpack banging painfully against my tailbone.

      I skidded to a halt just as the bus rumbled up to the ancient bench that served as a bus stop. I climbed aboard, sweating so hard I could have run all the way to Kalochori and been no worse off.

      “Can I open the window?” I asked the driver as I dropped onto one of the hard plastic seats.

      “Better not,” he said. “Kyria Fotopoulou wouldn’t like it.”

      I glanced back at the old woman behind me, dressed all in black with her hands clasped in her lap. I sighed. Some in these parts were serious about the dangers of a cold draft—not to mention the evil humors and spirits a draft could carry with it.

      “Kala,” I said. “Okay. Thanks.”

      The bus lurched down the mountain, rattling and swaying sickeningly with each turn. A fine sheen of sweat spread across my back and shoulders as I fought to keep my breakfast down. Nausea rolled in my belly, cold and hot by turns. My hands began to shake.

      “I hate buses,” I whimpered.

      “Me, too. I got sick all the time when I first moved here.”

      I cracked an eyelid and peered under my elbow at the dark-haired, dark-skinned girl seated across the aisle. Where had she come from? Had we stopped in Milia already? Or Dendri? How many stops had I missed?

      “Do you want to talk?” the girl offered. “It might take your mind off being sick.”

      “Okay,” I said weakly.

      “I’m Litsa,” she said. “Do you want to tell me about yourself, or would you rather listen?”

      I swallowed. “I’ll listen.”

      “You’re probably nervous about your first day, but you shouldn’t be,” she said. “I was new last year, and I was so scared my first day. I got sick, too, just like you. Riding the bus in the city is nothing like riding one on these roads! I thought I was going to have the worst day, but it was—well, I won’t lie. It wasn’t great. But it wasn’t half as bad as I thought it was going to be, especially after my stomach settled. We’ll get you some biscuits before class. Should I keep talking?”

      I nodded and croaked, “Yes, please.”

      “Let’s see. When I was little, I wanted to be a garbage man, and now I want to be an actress.”

      “Maybe you’ll play one someday.” I lifted my head and tried to smile. “Two dreams come true at once.”

      Litsa laughed and then studied me thoughtfully. “I like you, Chrysanthe Markou.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “But, um, did I tell you my name?”

      “Come on, you had to know people would be talking about the orphan from America.” She smiled to take any sting out of the words.

      I groaned, my nausea returning tenfold. “And what are they saying, exactly?”

      “Besides the fact that you’re emotionally disturbed and traumatized by the death of your parents? Not much. Well…pyromania might also have been mentioned.”

      She raised an eyebrow and nodded to my scars. “Those are hard to miss and easy to talk about. People love a good story. If the truth isn’t juicy enough, a lie will do just as well. Better, even.”

      “It could be worse, I guess.” I sighed. “I take it you don’t think I’m emotionally disturbed or going to set anything on fire?”

      She snorted. “I know better than to listen to malakyes like that. You should have heard the shit they said about me when I moved here.”

      “I think you should tell me,” I said. “It’s only fair.”

      “Alright, are you ready?” Litsa leaned close, her voice low and serious. “You are talking to the bastard child of an illegal immigrant drug dealer who killed a man and stole his pension money to finance international hash smuggling…or something.”

      I closed my eyes and leaned my forehead against the glass. “Did it get better?”

      “It did.” Litsa smiled. “And it will for you too. In the meantime, ignore them. They’ll settle for the truth eventually.”

      “And what’s that?” I asked. “The truth, I mean.”

      “For me? I used to live in Athens, but my mother lost her job in the economic crisis, and we moved in with my grandparents. My father lost his residence papers when he and my mom divorced, and he had to go back to Nigeria. I haven’t seen him in five years. He’s great about keeping in touch, but…well. What about you? What’s your truth?”

      “That’s a very good question,” I murmured.

      Luckily, I didn’t have to explain. The bus wheezed to a stop in Kalochori’s square, and the doors swung open.

      Litsa stood and offered her hand. “Ready?”

      “I guess I have to be.” I took her hand and let her pull me up. I kept hold of it for a moment and met her eyes. “Thanks. Really.”

      She smiled. “It’s nothing.”

      I could have told her that it wasn’t nothing, that her gentle kindness—not to mention her honesty—was more than anyone had offered. But I said nothing. I just followed her into the school courtyard, happy to have a friend and hoping to God nothing happened to screw it up.
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      “Where do I go to have my locker assigned?” I asked Litsa, looking around the school courtyard. “The main office?”

      “Oh, we don’t have lockers,” Litsa said. “You can leave the books you don’t need for katefthinsi in the classroom.”

      I frowned. “Katefthinsi?”

      “Your specialty subjects,” Litsa explained. “What’s your concentration?”

      “I…I’m not sure.”

      Panic trickled in my chest as I realized how far out of my depth I was. Why hadn’t Theio Giorgo said anything about this? It probably hadn’t occurred to him. He was so busy, and he probably had no idea what the school system was like in America, that it was so different.

      “What subjects are you taking?” Litsa prompted. “Lots of humanistic studies, or sciences…”

      “Science,” I said, relieved. “Chemistry, biology, physics—”

      “Thetiki, then,” Litsa said. “Pity, I’m taking Theoretiki. We’ll be separated for the afternoon.” Seeing my face fall, she added, “But we’ll be together for general education. Come on.”

      Litsa led me to the classroom where we would begin our lessons. Elena was waiting just inside the door, holding a clipboard and looking like she’d stepped out of a fashion magazine.

      “The student with the highest marks is in charge of attendance,” Litsa whispered with a slight roll of her eyes. “Elena takes her job very seriously.”

      “Why am I not surprised,” I muttered, and quickly scanned the classroom.

      I don’t know what I was afraid of, but I sighed in relief to see familiar classroom staples: a whiteboard, educational posters, a corkboard with pinned inspirational quotes and flyers, and trays of lined paper. Students sat at small tables rather than desks and the walls were painted a kind of odd shade of blue, but, for the most part, the room could easily have been found in an American school.

      “Hi, Chrysa,” Elena said brightly. She checked off something on her clipboard and paused as she took in the streaks of drool and dog hair on my clothes. “I, um, hope your first day is going well so far.”

      “It’s great.”

      I gave a strained smile and slipped into the nearest available seat. Litsa sat beside me and pulled out her books. I did the same, my eyes downcast. Elena drifted over with her clipboard and perched on the edge of the table.

      “So, have you spoken to Alexi again?” she asked. “I hope you cleared up whatever the trouble was and got a chance to reconnect. I know you were close as children.”

      “You seem to know more about it than I do,” I said, looking up. “And I wouldn’t call what we did reconnecting.”

      “What do you mean?” Elena asked quickly.

      I made a face. “Nothing.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said, her smile gloriously insincere. “I’ll talk to him about it, if you want. We have plans this weekend.”

      “That really isn’t necessary,” I muttered.

      “Well, I’m happy to help if you change your mind,” Elena said, and bounced back to her post at the door.

      “We have plans this weekend,” Litsa whispered dramatically, then shook her head and opened her Religious Studies textbook. “She’s got staying power. I’ll give her that much.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She drooled over Alexi Samaras all of last year,” Litsa said. “I guess the fires of love didn’t die when he graduated.”

      “She’s welcome to him,” I said fervently. “He’s a jerk.”

      Litsa gave me a considering look. “Interesting.”

      “What?”

      “It’s just that—well, he’s not,” Litsa explained. “A jerk, I mean.”

      I scowled. “I guess I’m the jerk, then.”

      “Boys.” Litsa gave a fatalistic wave of the hand. An older woman bustled in, and Litsa whispered, “That’s Kyria Bellou, Religious Studies. Ready?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Hopefully it wasn’t a lie. I hadn’t even bothered to open the book, figuring that weekly church services were enough preparation. After all, how hard could it be?

      “Welcome back, everyone,” Kyria Bellou chirped. “Let’s begin with a bit of a review, shall we? Write out one of the passages you memorized last year and then pass it to the person on your left for correction. No more than ten minutes, please. You may begin.”

      My stomach dropped into my shoes. I hadn’t had to memorize anything from the Bible since I was in Sunday school nearly ten years before. I pressed my eyes shut, as if I could physically squeeze out a memory. Nothing.

      At a loss, I wrote out the Lord’s prayer and then sat in awkward silence, my head bowed over my notebook, my pencil tapping against the desk. When the time was up, I passed my assignment to the left—to Elena, gag—and accepted Litsa’s from my right.

      Elena giggled. “Oh, Chrysa, your handwriting is adorable!”

      I flushed. My carefully printed letters were nothing like the smooth script on Litsa’s page. No doubt Elena’s was just as beautiful. I should have practiced more back home, written Yiayia more letters or something.

      Too late now. I turned my attention to Litsa’s page and froze. Her writing was smooth, like I’d already noticed. So smooth, in fact, that I couldn’t read some of it. Some letters were easily recognizable, but others bore little relation to their printed counterparts. How had no one ever told me that you could write cursive in Greek? I scanned the page frantically, trying to use the context to figure out what the stranger letters were, but I was too flustered to make much progress.

      “Litsa,” I whispered. “I can’t read this.”

      “Oh, no, I’m an idiot!” she groaned. “Lithia! I’m sorry, I should have thought. Don’t worry, I’ll recopy it for you.”

      But she didn’t have time. Kyria Bellou was already asking people to read the passages aloud and present their critiques.

      Don’t call on me, I thought, keeping my head firmly down. Please, please, please don’t call on me.

      But she did, and I had no choice but to explain the problem. Behind me, Toula snickered, and Elena chastised her in a very carrying whisper.

      Chemistry was even worse. Though I'd already taken chemistry in America, I found myself completely at sea and drowning within the first five minutes. There was so much specialized vocabulary that I’d never had occasion to learn. It wasn’t as if covalent bonds had ever featured heavily in conversation. Even lab equipment made me stumble.

      To make matters worse, Litsa wasn’t taking Chemistry…but Elena was. I could practically smell her glee wafting through the air along with her perfume, as she hovered over my shoulder and very kindly—and loudly—explained to me what a thikrano was for (it was a simple prong) and how to use a sfyngtiras (a clamp).

      “The word is almost the same in English, you know,” Elena said. “Sphincter, right?”

      I gritted my teeth, barely resisting the urge to tell Elena exactly in which sphincter she could shove the clamp she was waving under my nose.

      Math brought more linguistic slaps to the face (variables and exponents and functions, oh my), as did biology and physics. By the end of the day, I was nearly crying with embarrassment and frustration.

      “It’ll be okay.” Litsa rubbed my back as we crossed the courtyard, looking desperately sorry for me. “I promise. It’ll get better.”

      “I know,” I said thickly. “I’m fine. Really, I—”

      Thwap! Something small but surprisingly heavy collided with the side of my head. I opened my mouth to yell and gagged on feathers. I clawed at it with my hands, swatting it back long enough to see that it was a crow. But then it was back, beating me around the ears with its wings and stabbing at my face with its long beak. I yelped as it landed a hit on my cheek.

      “Help!” Litsa squealed somewhere to my right. “Someone help her!”

      The crow raked at me with its claws and caught me across the side of my neck. I flailed at it with my hands, my heart pounding. The feathers were everywhere—I couldn’t breathe. And those claws hurt. Fear and anger raced through my chest, across my shoulders, down my arms. It was burning, burning—

      I cried out in pain and alarm as a small stream of flame shot from my palms and scorched the crow’s face. It wobbled in the air and banked, cawing angrily, smoke trailing from its feathers. I could have sworn I heard a faint but croaky “Bitch!” from above as it soared away. But that could have been from any of the gaping, sniggering students in the courtyard.

      “My God, Chrysa, are you okay?” Litsa pulled my hair away from the cuts on my neck. “We should go to the clinic. Those cuts could get infected.”

      “My grandmother will take care of it,” I said shakily. “I just want to go home.”

      “I don’t blame you.” Litsa scowled at a younger boy who had his phone turned in our direction, a broad grin on his face. “That was really quick thinking, using a lighter to scare it away.”

      “Right.” I let out a slightly hysterical huff of laughter. “A lighter.”

      My hands burned and prickled, as if calling out my lie. I turned them over to examine my palms and found a small, round blister on the heel of my right hand.

      What the hell had I just done?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      Argo and Paris were waiting for me on the veranda, stretched out like two huge, hairy rugs on the warm stones. They thumped their tails at my approach. Paris rolled over on his back, his tongue flopping out of his massive jaws. Argo rose and nudged my blistered hand with his nose.

      “Hurt.”

      I stared at him for one long moment, then shook my head and pushed past him.

      “Everything is fine,” I muttered. “Everything is—yah!”

      I leaped back reflexively—more like convulsively—and tripped over Paris, who grunted in surprise. A low hiss rose from a patch of sun behind him. Yiayia’s watch-snake lay coiled not three feet away, right in front of the kitchen door. It peered at me over Paris’s bulk, disapproval radiating from its every curve. Argo growled at the snake. Paris got to his feet and pushed his nose into my ear.

      “Friend,” Paris said reproachfully.

      The snake hissed again, this time seemingly in amusement, and slithered over. I froze, my eyes wide and my breath frozen in my chest. The snake’s head rose to the level of my eyes, its tongue flickering in and out in a vague pink blur.

      “Filakia, adelfi,” it hissed.

      Kisses, sister.

      It slid away into the garden. I flopped onto my back and covered my face with my blistered hands.

      “Yiayia,” I wailed.

      “Come inside, Chrysa.”

      Yiayia stood in the doorway, her face grave. I climbed to my feet, my head spinning. What the hell was going on? Was I going crazy? Maybe the gossip about me was true—maybe I was deranged and traumatized.

      Yiayia ushered me into the kitchen and pulled out a chair. I dropped into it and slumped over the table, my head pillowed on my crossed arms. The dogs, who had followed us inside, lay at my feet. Yiayia laid a gentle hand on my back.

      “It looks like you’ve had a difficult day.”

      “You could say that,” I said, my voice muffled. I looked up at her beseechingly. “Yiayia, what’s happening to me? No more bullshit.”

      “I had hoped for more time,” she muttered, then sighed deeply. “You were right, Chrysa. About everything…or almost everything. I’ll explain it all in a moment. But I want to know what happened to your face and hands first.”

      As quickly as I could, I told her about the crow and the fire that had burned my hands.

      “Where did the fire come from?” I demanded when I was done. “Was it—I mean, did I…And now I'm hearing things! The animals…”

      “Hear,” Argo huffed from under the table. “Listen.”

      I moaned. “I am going crazy.”

      “You’re not crazy, koukla,” Yiayia said, almost wistfully. “You’re only growing up.”

      “Are you seriously trying to tell me this is, what, part of puberty?” I snorted. “I don’t remember anyone mentioning spontaneous combustion during health class.”

      Yiayia sighed and set a cup of tea in front of me. I ignored it.

      “My love, you’re…” Yiayia paused, as if searching for the right word. “Different. Different as I am different, different as so many have been throughout history and all over the world. We have gone by many names: wisewoman, fairy doctor, witch…magissa. It’s human nature to fear the unknown. We who are different are all too often rejected and reviled. But we are not evil—at least, no more so than anyone else. Some magisses are kind, some cruel, just like people. The xotika are no different.”

      “The xotika,” I interrupted. “Supernaturals? As in—”

      “Vrykolakes, lykanthropoi, gorgones, drakoi,” Yiayia said. “Neraida…like Kalothia.”

      “Kalothia! What—” I took a deep breath and shook my head. “No. No. Yiayia, you really expect me to believe that this is what you’ve been keeping from me? Witches and monsters and fairies—it can’t be true. I’m sick. I have to be! I’m—”

      I didn’t know how to say it in Greek, and I knew she wouldn’t understand it in English. I was schizophrenic, or maybe bipolar. It was all so clear now—the obsession, the paranoia. I’d been suffering from delusions and hallucinations, some sort of chemical imbalance. I was out of control.

      I whimpered, “Yiayia, I need help.”

      Yiayia sighed. “I told your mother she should have raised you with the knowledge. But no, she thought she could run from fate and turn you into a modern girl. Ah well, she was half right. You are modern…but you’re also a magissa. You can’t deny your heritage.”

      “I don’t want to deny my heritage,” I cried. “All I’ve ever wanted was to be here, to be Greek—to be of Greece. That is my heritage. Not all this nonsense. I appreciate you trying to make me feel better, but I don’t need to you to tell me stories, Yiayia. I need a doctor. I’m going crazy. I must be.”

      “Winds help us.” Yiayia closed her eyes as if praying for strength. “You are not going crazy, Chrysa. Shall I prove it to you?”

      In response, the candles in the center of the table flickered to life. First one, then another, then another. All around the room, candle flames bloomed and danced merrily in place until a brisk, purposeful breeze rushed through the window to blow them out. A chill ran up my spine, and I forgot the pain in my hands. Under the table, Argo began to growl.

      “Magia,” he said. “Magic.”

      “Coincidence,” I told him, but even I could hear the uncertainty in my voice.

      Yiayia raised her eyebrows. “Coincidence, Chrysa? A stray spark flew from a cold oven? I held a match to thirteen candles while you weren’t looking? What do you think happened?”

      “I don’t know!” I threw up my hands. “But…magic?”

      “Yes, magic,” Yiayia said. “It’s in your blood, and in your soul.”

      “Magic,” Paris agreed, thumping his tail.

      “Hush,” I snapped at him. “No one asked you.”

      “Don’t be rude,” Yiayia said, frowning at me. “He only wants to protect you.”

      Paris sat up and laid his head in my lap, looking up at me with dark, soulful eyes that stabbed me with guilt.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, scratching his ears in apology.

      Yiayia bowed her head and drummed her fingers against the table, then sighed heavily. “Give me your hand, Chrysa.”

      “Why?” I asked, but I was already reaching out to her with my left hand.

      I yelped as she seized my wrist in a surprisingly firm grip and yanked me halfway across the table.

      “Yiayia! What—”

      She reached for a knife. Before I knew what was happening, Yiayia made a deep cut on my blistered palm and crossed it with a second gash even deeper than the first. I gasped at the pain, but, curiously, I felt no fear. My grandmother’s love radiated through my bones, soothing away a flash of shock and betrayal. Paris and Argo leaned against me, adding their warmth and reassurance.

      “Look,” Yiayia said, holding my fingers open with the hand that wasn’t clamped around my wrist. "Do you see?"

      “I see,” I whispered, a tear trickling down my cheek. Blood pooled in my palm, red as holly berries.

      With a sharp nod, Yiayia closed my fingers into a fist and laid her hand over mine. My palm throbbed once, twice, three times with a hideous pressure. In my effort to remain silent, I bit my lip so hard I drew blood. But with one last, unbearable pulse of agony, the pain disappeared. Yiayia let go of my wrist, and I snatched my hand away, cradling it to my chest. Argo bumped my elbow with his nose until I let him wash the blood from my hand.

      “Look,” she said again, panting a little. “Do you see?”

      Argo sat back and gazed at me with serious black eyes. Paris laid his head in my lap once more. I raised my trembling hand up to the light and examined the nearly unblemished palm. The blisters and scratches were gone. All that remained of the bloody wounds were two faded, silvery scars, one crossed over the other. I met my grandmother’s eyes and nodded slowly.

      “I see.”

      I stared at the neat little marks on my palm, the newest additions to my tapestry of scars. Yiayia had cut me, then healed me. It made no sense. But it had happened. The proof was right there, on my skin.

      “I need some air.” I pushed away from the table and stumbled outside, where the snake was sunning itself on the stones again. I jumped about a foot, my hand over my heart.

      “It’s only the Ikouros,” Yiayia said, appearing behind me. “The guardian spirit of this house. He won’t hurt you.”

      Yiayia bent, and the Ikouros glided forward to wind himself around Yiayia’s arm. She smiled and rubbed his head fondly with her forefinger. My memory flashed on Mama’s watch-snake in the garden. Had he been more than just a snake? I sat down hard on the steps. Argo and Paris sat on either side and leaned against me, lending me their strength.

      I leaned my forehead against my palm, trying to sort through the swirl of thoughts and feelings—and questions. God, so many questions. I didn’t even know where to begin. I raised my head and looked at my new scars, then the old.

      “Did magic heal these, too?” I asked, running my fingers over my arm.

      “Yes,” Yiayia said softly. “You might have died, otherwise. From shock, likely, or maybe infection.”

      “What happened?” I asked. “Was it really a kitchen accident?”

      Yiayia hesitated. “It was an accident. The rest is best forgotten.”

      I gave a little laugh that ended in a sniffle. “That’s what Mama always said.”

      “Well, she was right.”

      I swiped a tear from my cheek and took a deep breath. “Tell me about the magic, then.”

      Yiayia looked away for a moment with a frown, maybe wondering where to begin. I didn’t blame her. How could she—how could anyone—explain all of this?

      “There is much more to the world than you know, Chrysa,” Yiayia finally said. “But you have the ability to see—”

      “Hear,” Argo reminded her. “Listen.”

      Yiayia smiled. “Yes, and hear. Not everything, but more than what is accessible to the Untouched.”

      “The Untouched?”

      “The majority of people. Those unblessed by the Moon’s Touch…by magic.”

      I shivered. “And I am—Touched.”

      “Yes,” Yiayia said heavily. “And very powerfully, too.”

      “You don’t seem very happy about it.” I frowned. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “No, no,” Yiayia said. “But you were born into a powerful family, and that carries…complications.”

      “A powerful family.” My eyes widened. “Was Mama a magissa too? Is Theio Giorgo?”

      “Your mother was a magissa, yes,” Yiayia said. “And your uncle has some small gifts that he finds useful.”

      “All those people at the burial,” I said, shaking my head. “They were…magoi?”

      “Yes,” Yiayia said. “They came to pay their respects to your mother. And to you, as the Maiden.”

      I rubbed my eyes. “You lost me again.”

      “The Moon’s Touch is hereditary, though unpredictable,” Yiayia said. “Generations are sometimes born and buried before the gift resurfaces again. But you were born into a Kyklos, a full circle of Maiden, Mother, and Crone. The magic compounds with each generation: Your mother’s power was greater than my own, and yours is greatest of all. What’s more, your birth completed the Kyklos and closed the circle, increasing all of our power three-fold. Naturally, the other magoi in the region wanted to meet you. You’re the first Maiden to be born in over two hundred years, likely the strongest magissa any of them will meet in their lifetimes.”

      “So…what does that mean?” I asked, alarmed. “I’m not—like, in charge of anything, am I?”

      “No, of course not,” Yiayia said, but something in her posture suggested otherwise.

      “Yiayia.”

      She sighed and ran her hand over my hair. “We are magisses. It is our duty to heal and protect not only our people but the land and its spirits. We give aid wherever and however we can. And, one day, you will be able to give quite a lot. Those in need will naturally turn to you. Even the xotika will look to you to keep the peace.”

      Well, that sounded like a whole lot more responsibility than I wanted to take on, and a vastly different future than the one I had planned. But I didn’t have the emotional space to process it at that moment.

      “Tell me about the xotika,” I said instead, thinking of the voices I’d heard on the wind. “Are they like angels and demons?”

      “No, they’re not,” Yiayia said. “That much I can tell you. If angels and demons exist, they’re a different class of being—of the heavens, not of earth like the xotika.”

      “But are they good or evil?” I asked. “The xotika, I mean.”

      “No being is inherently good or evil,” Yiayia said. “Even the Church acknowledges that demons are evil by choice, not by nature. The xotika are like any sentient creatures. Some are benign, some malicious. Most lie somewhere in between. But I must warn you—even without malice, they can be greedy, capricious, and selfish. They serve their own interests. Always.”

      “Kalothia is one,” I said with certainty. “What is she, exactly?”

      Yiayia scowled, her face uncharacteristically dark. “You know the stories. She’s a neraida—a nature spirit. More importantly, she’s a troublemaker. I stand by what I said, Chrysa. Stay away from her.”

      “But was she lying?” I bowed my head, not even caring that the motion prompted Paris to stick his nose in my ear. “She said—at least, she implied—”

      “I know what she implied,” Yiayia said with a pinched frown.

      “Was she wrong?” I pressed. “Yiayia, why did we leave Greece when I was little? Why did we never come back? Was it because of me, because of what I am?”

      “Well, yes,” Yiayia said. “And no. Really, it was because of Alexi Samaras.”

      “I knew it!” I jumped up so suddenly the dogs overbalanced and tumbled off the veranda. “I knew that malaka was mixed up in this.”

      “Chrysa, stop,” Yiayia said gently. “Alexi has suffered more than you know.”

      “He’s suffered?” I asked incredulously.

      “Yes, he has,” Yiayia said. “I know this is difficult, my love, but you must listen.”

      “Listen,” Argo said.

      “I heard you the first three times,” I grumbled, but sat down and let the dogs resume their positions at my side.

      “Alexi’s great-grandmother was a magissa, and my teacher,” Yiayia said. “Alexi inherited some of her gifts, which became apparent when he spoke his first word. He spoke to his grandfather, Alexandros.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said ‘goodbye.’” Yiayia closed her eyes. “And Alexandros died the next day.”

      I shivered and didn’t protest when Paris lay down, half draped over my lap.

      “After that, Alexi began to speak…and then to prophesy. What he said would come to be always did, for good or ill.” She smiled slightly. “You were born almost four weeks early, but Alexi knew. He sat at your mother’s feet all morning and didn’t take his eyes off her belly. When Effrosini tried to take him home, he insisted that they come back in the morning to see the baby. He adored you, Chrysa, right from the beginning. The two of you were inseparable for three years…until one day Effrosini found him crying in the stable. He’d been trying to put a saddle on his pony so that he could come see you before you left. He said that danger would follow you, a danger so terrible that you might not live to adulthood.”

      “And that’s why my parents took me to America?” I asked skeptically. “Because Alexi told them to?”

      “He didn’t tell them to do anything. He only gave them warning. I realize that all this is new to you, koukla.” Yiayia patted my knee. “It is a lot to take in, and I’m sure you haven’t fully accepted it yet. I’m trying to do my best to explain it to you, but it will be easier without interruptions.”

      Argo looked at me gravely.

      “Don’t say it,” I warned him. To Yiayia, I said, “I’m sorry. I’m listening.”

      “The Maiden of a Kyklos is powerful, as I’ve said. That much power…well, it’s dangerous, my love.” Yiayia looked away for a moment, blinking rapidly. “But our power is closely tied to the land and to those we serve. Thalia thought that if she left—if she took you away—your power might be dulled. She was right, I think. Her Touch was weakened, at least, but there was no way of knowing how yours was affected. Not when you were young, anyway. In the normal course of things, the Moon’s Touch comes to us with our first blood. But you became a woman with no sign of power, and we thought you were safe. Until…”

      “The fire,” I said faintly, remembering. “The broken vase. The smoke. She was afraid, she told me to get out…oh, my God. Kalothia was right—it’s true, it’s all true.” I was gasping for air, crushed under the weight of realization. “I killed them.”

      “No.” Yiayia’s voice lashed out like a whip. “Chrysa, you must never think that. We still don’t know what happened, not for sure. For all we know, it could have been her own power reawakening. But even if it was your magic that started the fire…it was fate, my love. It was already written, and nothing you did could have changed it. Thalia knew the risk she was taking, Chrysa, and she made her choice with open eyes. All she wanted was to protect you. And…I think she still does. Alexi has seen your mother’s weeping face in the tree.” Yiayia’s voice broke. “My Thalia, my joy, trapped and unable to move on.”

      I bent over, my head in my hands. The dogs whuffled comfortingly in my ears and licked the tears from my cheeks. Yiayia rubbed my back, crying with me.

      “It’s not your fault,” she whispered. “My love, it isn’t. Your mother wants you to be safe, and we’ll show her that you are. You will be protected; you will be safe. All will be well.”

      But there was a tremor in her hands as she stroked my hair, and I knew she was making a promise she wasn’t sure she could keep.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      I woke the next morning smothered under a very literal weight.

      “Move, dog.”

      I groaned and shoved at Paris, who was dead asleep and sprawled over my torso. After yesterday’s revelations, Argo and Paris had refused to leave. Yiayia could have ordered them away, but she had allowed them to remain at my side. She had even gone so far as to allow them into the house, much to my shock. She’d only scowled and pointed a gnarled finger at me with a command to brush them out morning and evening, lest the house be buried under clouds of their shed fur.

      “And you two,” she’d said, shifting her finger to the dogs. “Make sure she sleeps.”

      And they had. They’d piled into bed with me and I’d slept like a baby, warmed both by their hairy bulk and their loyalty. But now I was awake, and the waking world, with all its thorny truths, was waiting. With a heavy sigh, I dragged Argo and Paris outside and got to work with a rubber currycomb Yiayia had unearthed. Paris, in particular, enjoyed the attention, wiggling in ecstasy as I dragged the brush over his back and belly. Argo was less obvious about it, but I could feel his contentment as clearly as if it were my own.

      “There you are.” Theio Giorgo shut the kitchen door behind him and leaned against it, sipping a cup of coffee. “And there they are, the malingering little donkeys.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “They just showed up yesterday. I didn’t mean to take them from their work. Will the flocks be alright without them?”

      “Oh, their mother and sisters do most of the work, anyway,” Theio Giorgo said with a grin. “I’m glad they’ve chosen you.”

      “Yeah,” I said, running my hand over Argo’s strong shoulders. “I’m glad, too.”

      Theio Giorgo stared into his coffee cup for a moment, then said, “I’m sorry I lied to you.”

      “You didn’t,” I said in surprise. “You didn’t tell me what I wanted to know, but you didn’t lie to me. Did you?”

      “I suppose not,” he admitted. “But it still feels wrong. I don’t think Thalia would have liked it.”

      “Did she like—all this?” I asked, waving a hand vaguely at the dogs, the garden, the mountains themselves. "Being a magissa?”

      His eyes softened. “Oh, yes. She loved her life…but she loved you more.”

      “But it’s so dangerous,” I whispered. “It killed her. I—”

      Theio Giorgo reached out to pinch my lips shut with two fingers. “As your godfather and guardian, I forbid you to finish that sentence. You are not at fault, and neither is your Touch. It’s a gift, Chrysa. Your birthright. Thalia was heartbroken to think you would grow up without it. You can do so much good, and you’re getting a second chance. Don’t let death steal that from you, too.”

      I looked away. What he said felt right, but the idea of welcoming the magic that could very well have killed my mother felt wrong. I looked away, unable to reconcile the emotions.

      “Did my father know?” I asked.

      “He never talked about it, and I never asked,” Theio Giorgo said. “But I think he did, and I think he believed.”

      “But he didn’t like it.”

      “You know your father was a very practical man,” Theio Giorgo said with a shrug. “He wanted to provide for you, and he wanted you to be able to provide for yourself. Magic doesn’t exactly lead to a career and financial security. A magissa’s life is one of sacrifice and service.”

      “Like a doctor,” I murmured.

      “Like a doctor.” Theio Giorgo gave a crooked smile and added, “But without the paycheck.”

      I snorted, then looked down at the currycomb in my hand. “At least it would be something. I’m not sure being a doctor is in the cards for me anymore if my academic performance yesterday is anything to go by.”

      “It must have been a shock,” Theio Giorgo said, patting my shoulder. “I’m sure today will be better.”

      It wasn’t. My second day of school was even worse than the first, and not just because I was still grappling with yesterday’s bombshell. I had to write an essay for Modern Greek Language on the economic crisis and its effects throughout Greece. It was an absolute shit show. Not only did I have a very vague understanding of the crisis itself, but I didn’t have the vocabulary for an essay about economics and politics—politics that I hadn’t grown up with and whose governing bodies and public figures I couldn’t even name.

      I found myself cursing my parents for letting me grow up so separated from my homeland and then, of course, cursing myself for this filial blasphemy. They had been trying to save my life, and it had cost them theirs. No matter what Yiayia might say, I wasn’t convinced that I was blameless. But if I was to blame, so was Alexi. If it hadn’t been for him, I would have grown up here, with my family. I might have learned to control my power from the very beginning. What a bond that would have been, what a blessing to share with my mother.

      I was a magissa. A witch. It was impossible to believe—and yet it would be impossible not to believe, once I got home and faced my two talking dogs and my magical grandmother. If Alexi hadn’t said what he’d said and sent my parents running away to America, would I have learned more than just the culinary uses of the herbs and plants from my mother’s garden? Would she have raised me as a magissa?

      And would she be alive today instead of scattered particles of ash?

      The morning passed in a fog of resentment and sharp jabs of shame until it was time for Phys Ed, which was at once a relief and a disappointment. Litsa had informed me that it didn’t count toward our grade averages and that everyone did pretty much whatever they wanted. While it was a blessed respite from the academic agony I’d suffered all morning, I missed the pristine soccer fields and massive track at my school back in America. A good workout would have helped clear my mind.

      Instead, Litsa and I bounced a basketball back and forth and watched the boys charge around the courtyard after a soccer ball. Elena and her goons didn’t even bother to look like they were participating. They spread out on the paving stones, leaning back on their elbows and tilting their faces to the sun.

      “What’s wrong?” Litsa asked after several minutes of my brooding silence. “Is it just school, or is something else bothering you?”

      I hesitated. My troubles weren’t something I could share with her, no matter how much I might want to.

      “You don’t have to say,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

      She looked worried, but also a little wistful—like she wanted a friend as much as I did. That decided me. I might not be able to tell her everything, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t tell her anything.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I found out some things about my family. And that Alexi had known about it and didn’t tell me. I probably shouldn’t be dwelling on it so much, but it’s really eating at me. And I just—I feel like such an outsider, you know? Ever since I got here, I’ve felt like some clueless xeni. It’s even worse because now I know that Alexi has always known about all this stuff—important, private, family stuff—that no one ever told me. It’s like he belongs to my family more than I do.” I bounced the ball with increasing force as I spoke until Litsa was jumping to catch it. “But if I don’t belong with them, where do I belong? Not America, not anymore. I didn’t have any real friends there. I only had my parents. And now with all this,” I waved at the school building, “I might not even have the option to go back if I can’t get my grades up and get into a good school.”

      “It must be really hard,” Litsa said. “I can’t even imagine. But your grades will come up. You’re smart, Chrysa, anyone can see that. You’ll manage. As for Alexi…why don’t you talk to him? I got to know him last year, and he really isn’t a bad guy. Maybe he’s having a hard time with this stuff too—whatever it is.”

      I made a face. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Do you think you’ll get over it if you give it time?” Litsa asked reasonably. “Or do you think it’ll fester and make you feel worse?”

      “Probably worse,” I said with a sigh.

      “Then it sounds like talking to him might be the lesser evil,” Litsa said. Then she grinned. “And be sure to tell me about it. I do love a good drama.”
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      I went to see Alexi right after school. Argo and Paris were there to meet me at the bus stop, and they paced solemnly at my side like security guards as I marched up the dirt lane and pounded on his door.

      “Alexi,” I yelled. “I know you’re in there. Open up!”

      I could smell him—or at least, Argo and Paris could. Ever since I first started hearing them, their senses had begun intruding on my own, mingling and pressing so that I sometimes couldn’t tell what senses were mine and what were theirs. It was terrifying—but amazing, too. They were already so attuned to me, and I to them. Their inexplicable devotion was a balm I hadn’t known I needed.

      The door opened and Alexi’s scowling face appeared.

      “I was wondering when you’d turn up,” he said. “Elena told me what happened with the crow. I figured it was only a matter of time.”

      “You figured right.” I crossed my arms and quirked an eyebrow. “Are you going to invite me in?”

      Alexi sighed and stepped back with a halfhearted gesture of invitation—or maybe resignation. I didn’t much care which. I strode inside and sat on the couch where I’d had coffee with Sotiri and Yiayia the week before.

      “Why don’t you sit?” I said. “I have questions.”

      Alexi closed the door and leaned against it. “I’m fine here, thanks. Ask your questions, then.”

      I thought for a moment, sifting through a mental pile of questions before settling on one that seemed to cover everything.

      “What the fuck, Alexi?”

      Alexi raised his eyebrows. “I’m not sure how to answer that.”

      “Let’s start with why you lied to me,” I suggested icily. “I practically threw myself at your feet and begged you to tell me what was going on. And you lied to my face.”

      He shrugged. “It wasn’t my place to tell you.”

      “Wasn’t it?” To my annoyance, a lump rose in my throat. “You’re my grandmother’s godson. You buried my parents’ ashes with your own hands. You were the one who scared them into keeping me from my country and my family for fourteen years. I’d say it was your place more than anyone’s to tell me what you knew. I’d say you, of all people, owed me the truth.”

      “I owe it to my godmother and your parents to try to keep you safe,” he said, his face tight. “My position hasn’t changed. Your parents chose to exile themselves for your sake, and you should honor that sacrifice. Go back to America and the life they wanted for you.”

      “Did my mother tell you that?” I meant the words to cut, but they left my mouth with a tremble.

      Alexi hesitated. “My visions are rarely so clear. But I think that’s what she wants, yes.”

      “Tell me,” I demanded. “What have you seen?”

      “It’s…hard to explain,” he said, and his shoulders slumped in defeat. “A mixture of images, sensation…music. Voices sing to me. One sings of what was, one of what is, and one of what will be. My grandmother had the gift, but she died before she could teach me how to control it or even understand it. I almost never remember everything when I wake up. All that’s left is impressions, feelings. The knowledge, not the words.”

      “That makes no sense,” I protested. “How can you have the knowledge but not the words?”

      “What’s the capital of Greece?” Alexi asked with maddening superiority.

      I blinked. “What?”

      “What’s the capital of Greece?”

      “Athens,” I said. “What does that have to do—”

      “Who told you that? What were their exact words? You can’t tell me, can you? The information is just there.”

      I flushed. I should have seen that coming. “Okay, fine, I get your point. Tell me, then, what do you know about my mother?”

      “That her spirit is bound to the tree,” Alexi said, his eyes hooded. “And that she’s afraid.”

      “Of what?” I demanded. “Of what might happen to me—or what I might do?”

      “I don’t know,” Alexi said. “And you’re right, I don’t know what your mother wanted or what she wants now. Not for sure. But I can guess, and so can you. You were never going to make a life in Greece. This is just a stopgap, a year abroad before you go to university. You don’t belong here.”

      Alexi’s face was hard as he opened the door and stepped pointedly aside.

      “So go home.”
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      I did not go home. Neither to America, which was what Alexi had meant, nor to my grandmother’s house, which I was—or had been—beginning to think of as my home.

      Instead, I burned the edge off my frustration with another hike into the high pastures. Argo and Paris led me straight to my uncle’s flock, announcing our arrival with a joyful cacophony of barking. Their mother and sisters answered them with a few perfunctory sniffs and then returned to their work.

      Theio Giorgo and Bilal were perched on a wide, flat rock, talking and flipping worry beads over their fingers. When they looked up at my approach, Bilal’s face lit with surprise and welcome. Theio Giorgo’s darkened with worry.

      “You’re quite the hiker,” Bilal remarked. “This is the second time in less than two weeks you’ve come up here.”

      I shrugged. “It’s beautiful up here. And peaceful. I…needed to get away for a bit.”

      “Join us,” Bilal said, patting the rock beside him.

      I did, sighing at the stone’s warmth on my legs.

      Theio Giorgo leaned around Bilal to look at me. “What’s wrong? Is it…”

      He trailed off, his eyes flickering to Bilal, and I shook my head. “Not exactly.”

      Theio Giorgo raised his brows, waiting. But my lips were trembling, and I didn’t trust myself to speak yet.

      “Ah,” Bilal said wisely. “Boy trouble, eh?”

      Well, that was the closest—and safest—explanation. I nodded.

      “The Samaras boy?” Bilal asked, and Theio Giorgo nodded.

      “Alexi,” Theio Giorgo confirmed.

      I scowled at my godfather. “What makes you think I’m talking about Alexi?”

      “I’m sorry, have you been running around with swarms of gentlemen suitors I don’t know about?”

      My scowl deepened, which was answer enough.

      “What’s he done now?” Theio Giorgo asked.

      “He said I don’t belong here,” I said, my voice low. “That I’m basically a tourist since I’m only here for a year, so I should just go back to America now.”

      “What!” Bilal cried indignantly. “As if it’s any of his business.”

      I gave Bilal a grateful smile, though really it was Alexi’s business, as I’d argued so forcefully. This whole mess was almost entirely his business, and he should have told me. But I couldn’t get into that, not with Bilal present.

      “You don’t understand,” Theio Giorgo said. “You were the most precious thing in the world to him when you were children. And then you left.”

      “Are you saying it’s my fault?” I gasped. “He’s the one—”

      “Giorgo, really!” Bilal said in the same instant.

      “Of course not,” Theio Giorgo said hastily. “And I’m not excusing his behavior. I’m just saying that by coming back you must have stirred up a lot of feelings, and young men don’t deal with feelings very well. But that’s his problem, little bird, not yours. You didn’t do anything wrong. Remember that, and don’t let him make you feel otherwise. He’ll figure it out eventually.”

      I sat silently for a few moments, fuming, then sighed. “Boys are dumb.”

      “They are,” Bilal agreed, and patted my knee. “But, luckily, they grow into men.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      That weekend, Yiayia dragged me out of bed at dawn and all but kicked me into the courtyard, where a yawning Alexi waited. We exchanged sour looks but didn’t speak. We simply obeyed Yiayia when she beckoned to us imperiously and made for the trees. Argo and Paris followed, sniffing and growling at Alexi’s heels.

      “The two of you are going to get along if it kills me,” Yiayia said as she marched us up the mountainside.

      “Are you planning on making us hike until we like each other?” I asked. “Because I think we’ll outlast you.”

      “You’re going to learn to help each other,” Yiayia said. “And perhaps you can help your mother, too.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “We’re going to the ash tree,” Alexi murmured behind me.

      I cast an annoyed glance over my shoulder at him. “Yeah, I got that.”

      “If you can’t be pleasant, be quiet,” Yiayia said, poking me with her cane. “I’ll explain when we get there.”

      We walked in silence the rest of the way. Yiayia seemed perfectly unbothered by the chilly atmosphere and steep slope. When we reached the ash tree, she lowered herself gracefully beside the grave.

      “It’s time we began your instruction,” Yiayia said. “Both of you. Chrysa, you sit here with me. Alexi, take the dogs.”

      Alexi stalked off, muttering to himself. At the edge of the clearing, he turned and called to Argo and Paris, scowling. They looked at me. I cast a smirk in Alexi’s direction before giving each a scratch behind the ear.

      “Go on,” I said, and they turned and trotted off.

      Yiayia rolled her eyes and pulled me down beside her.

      “The first thing you need to understand,” she said, “is that magic isn’t a substance or force separate from yourself, nor is it supernatural. It’s as much a part of the world as anything that the Untouched see, hear, smell, taste, and touch. It’s everywhere, but the Untouched can’t access it. They aren’t equipped even to experience it except through its effects on the things they can experience, like a healed cut or a lit candle.”

      I frowned. “It’s not real for them, but it is for us?”

      “Reality is subjective,” Yiayia said, waving her hand.

      “So, there isn’t anything at all that’s objectively real and true?” I raised my eyebrows.

      “Oh, I’m sure there is,” Yiayia said. “But it’s very different from what we think of as reality.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Look at this,” Yiayia said, and pulled out a smart phone.

      “Yiayia,” I cried. “Congratulations! You’ve joined us in this century.”

      “Very amusing,” she said sourly. “Your uncle got it for me, over my objections. But look here. I touch this picture, and a list of names appears. I touch Giorgo’s name, and the phone dials him. I touch this picture, and I can play a silly game with farm animals—as if I don’t have enough farming in my life. But the point is, what I see on the screen isn’t the phone itself. It’s only what I use to interact with the phone. Reality as we know it is like that, the—oh, what’s it called—”

      “I know what you mean.” She was talking about an interface—the means of connecting or communicating with something, like she said. I didn’t know how to say it in Greek, though. I took the phone from her and opened up the dictionary app. “Got it. Diepafi.”

      “Yes, that’s it,” Yiayia said approvingly. “What we think of as reality is only the interface we use to interact with the universe. Magisses simply have a slightly different interface…a better model, if you will. We can perceive things, do things, that the Untouched can’t, and the xotika’s ‘model’ is even more advanced. My job is to teach you how to use yours. Sit up straight, now. It helps to keep everything aligned properly.”

      I obeyed. “What now?”

      “Just breathe,” Yiayia said. “Slowly. Inhale, count to three, exhale. Focus on your breath.”

      In, one, two three, out, one, two, three. In, one, two three, out, one two three. And repeat. Focusing was harder than I thought it would be. Little sensations kept intruding, appearing and disappearing, creating ripples as they went and skating across my consciousness like bugs skimming the surface of a pond. A twig bit into the skin of my thighs. A wisp of hair tickled my neck. The wind was turning colder, making goosebumps shiver across my forearms.

      Thoughts, too, appeared without warning or invitation. At first, it was little things. A fleeting ripple of annoyance at the exercise and my failure to achieve whatever Yiayia thought I was going to get out of it. Disappointment that magic wasn’t something flashier—and easier. Questions like, Why doesn’t Alexi have to do this? and What’s for dinner? Those were easy enough to dismiss. But then came the darker thoughts, the deeper fears that used to swirl over my bed at night, picking away at my dreams like vultures.

      Voices fluttered at the edge of my mind, faint and echoing as if from the depths of some dark pit I’d created deep within myself. “You could make more of an effort,” one hissed. “You’re never home,” muttered another. And, most damning of all, “They died because of you.” A rush of flame flashed across my vision, branding the backs of my eyelids with the image of my house—and my parents—destroyed by fire. I gasped, my eyes flying open.

      “Don’t fight it,” Yiayia said, smoothing her hand over my hair. “Don’t be afraid. I’m with you.”

      Yiayia took my hands. We breathed together, counting up and down and back again. Slowly, so slowly, I fell into the deep shadows of my mind. This time, I could feel Yiayia at my side—on all sides. Her presence surrounded me like a shield, keeping the voices and images at bay. I kept counting, kept falling. I forgot about my aches and pains, my impatience, my weariness. I forgot to wonder when or if or how. Everything disappeared except a faint thrum that reverberated in my chest like the purring of a cat. I prodded gingerly at it with my mind and watched in fascination as the thrumming swelled and expanded, spreading outwards to my head and toes and fingers before overflowing to pool at my core.

      “There it is,” Yiayia said. “What do you see?”

      “A pool,” I mumbled. “Like water—or light. I don’t know.”

      “Interesting,” she said. “For me, it’s like a little sun. A pool, you say? Perhaps you should go for a swim.”

      I eased myself into the pool with careful steps as if navigating a slippery path. The magic washed over me, both cool and warm at once. I reached out and cupped it in my hands. Tentative wonder spread throughout my whole body. I had magic…and it was beautiful. Theio Giorgo was right. It was a gift…the last gift my mother would ever give me.

      “Open your eyes,” Yiayia said softly.

      My eyelashes fluttered as I looked around in wonder. The trees were drenched with an invisible light that blazed from every twig and leaf. No, not light—music. The stones and trees rang like bells—or drums, beating like a thousand massive hearts. But, no, it wasn’t sound, either. It was too immediate, too physical, like touch. Something soft and rich, like velvet or a cat’s fur. Or maybe it was sound, after all—a cat’s purr or a hummed lullaby. I couldn’t make sense of it at all. My senses tumbled over one another, meeting and separating and flipping upside down until they settled together into a separate perception, wholly different from any individual sense.

      “Yiayia, are you seeing this?” I breathed. “What is it?”

      “I see it, koukla,” Yiayia said. “It’s the same world as always but viewed with your Touch. Your magic allows you to—well, not see, exactly, but sense and connect to the life and potential in the natural world. Your ‘pool’ is your own store of potential. You’ve been drawing on it instinctively, out of need or stress. You must learn to channel your energy and the energy of the world around you with intention. Shall we try?”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Call the dogs,” Yiayia said, and laid a finger across my lips when I opened my mouth. “Reach out for them with your mind. Search for them. When you find them, call them.”

      I closed my eyes again and reached out with the Touch, my awareness spreading up the path and across the clearing like mist. Argo and Paris appeared, standing out like bright spots of light against a dark background. I took a moment to marvel at their purity, their simple, joyous loyalty. A little bubble of love popped in my chest and flowed out, beckoning to them. I felt them raise their heads in unison and turn toward me.

      “They’re coming.”

      I opened my eyes and smiled at my grandmother, then turned and opened my arms to Argo and Paris as they hurtled out of the trees. I fell, laughing, my arms full of dog.

      “Easy enough, no?” Yiayia smiled. “But they wanted to come. They want to please you. It will be harder with the xotika, but they, too, can be called. All but the greatest will bow to your command—if your will is strong enough.”

      “What else?” I asked eagerly. My eyes fell on the ash tree, and my smile faltered. “You said…you said we were going help Mama.”

      “We’re going to try,” Yiayia said solemnly. “Alexi, join us, if you please.”

      Alexi slouched over, his hands in his pockets and a scowl still firmly affixed to his face. He sat across from me, the tree between us as a buffer. But rather than chastise him, Yiayia nodded approvingly.

      “Clasp hands,” she said. When we hesitated, she added, “Now.”

      His nostrils flaring, Alexi extended his hands to me, palm up. I rested my hands on his, my fingers barely brushing his skin. Yiayia smacked the back of my head.

      “Grip firmly and look inside yourself, like I showed you.” She poked Alexi with her cane. “You, too. You’re going to share your strength with her.”

      Alexi shot her a sullen look. “I don’t know how.”

      “Of course you don’t. You never wanted to learn, and I didn’t push you because you were an angry little boy, and I was your doting godmother. But not anymore.” She poked him again. “You’re a part of this, whether you like it or not. You were granted a vision of my daughter, and such knowledge comes with responsibilities.”

      “I’m not trying to get out of helping,” Alexi said, his face reddening. “I just don’t know what you want me to do.”

      “Well, listen, and I’ll tell you,” Yiayia said tartly. “You’re going to learn how to share your strength with Chrysa, and she will give your combined strength to the tree in order to help it grow and thrive. Thalia’s spirit is tied to the tree. It may be that to heal one is to heal the other. Do you understand?”

      I nodded. So did Alexi, though he still seemed reluctant.

      “Good. Now, close your eyes.”

      He obeyed with a sigh. “Now what?”

      “Chrysa, you explain.”

      I considered, thinking about what it had felt like when Yiayia showed me my magic.

      “Listen to your breath,” I said. “Count each inhale and really…really examine it. Notice how it feels going in and how it feels going out. Feel it on your lips.” I blushed but pushed on. “Feel the warmth. Listen to it blow.”

      “And you,” Yiayia said. “Go inside and take him with you.”

      I closed my eyes and dropped into the newly discovered pool inside myself. At the same time, I reached out and found Alexi’s mind. He seemed to be trapped in his own head, like an animal caught in a sack. I could feel his mind groping and pushing against some invisible barrier, trying to find its way out. I imagined taking hold and guiding him out of himself and into me.

      “Did I do it?” I mumbled, my eyes still closed. “Did it work?”

      “Yes.” Yiayia’s voice was distant now. “Don’t be frightened. I’m going to anchor you both.”

      I twitched in surprise as a new presence touched my mind, something strong and ancient. Yiayia wound her power around the connection between Alexi and me and seemed to squeeze and press until Alexi’s mind melted into my own.

      The bond between us pulsed as Alexi’s strength flowed into me, filling me like a bowl under a running faucet. My skin felt tight, as if struggling to contain our combined energy.

      “Now, release,” Yiayia said. “Let it go.”

      For a moment I floundered, instinctively tightening my hold, then let out my breath and with it the power throbbing in my veins. It left me in a swift but steady rush, falling from our joined hands like a waterfall over the ash tree’s roots. Gradually, the flood slowed, and my bond with Alexi loosened, then broke. I still held him, but we were no longer one.

      I opened my eyes and looked immediately to the tree. My heart fell. It was still dry and dark and brittle, standing in stark contrast to the lush tableau of green and white that spread around us. The grasses and ferns of the clearing had grown tall and verdant, interspersed with splashes of pale wildflowers. Everything around us was bursting with life and vitality…everything but the tree.

      Alexi dropped my hands. I bowed my head, rubbing tears from my eyes.

      “It’s alright, koukla,” Yiayia said gently. “You did good work. We’ll try again, as many times as we need to. Look at what you’ve done and be proud.”

      I nodded mutely, unable yet to take her advice. But Alexi looked around, his face bare of its usual look of stern disapproval. It made him look younger, less worn. He reached out and brushed his finger against the bobbing head of a rockfoil blossom.

      “We did this?”

      “You did this,” Yiayia confirmed. “Together.”

      “I didn’t realize,” Alexi said, his face growing troubled again. “I didn’t know it could be beautiful.”

      I reached out and touched his wrist tentatively. “It is beautiful. It’s a gift.”

      Alexi started at my touch and drew away. “A thing can be both beautiful and dangerous.”

      “Life is full of risk,” Yiayia said gently. “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t live.”
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      “Chrysa, breakfast,” Yiayia called, waving a wooden spoon out the kitchen window.

      Paris sighed and gave the brush in my hand one last, longing glance before rolling back onto four paws and trotting off to join his brother patrolling the garden. I pulled out the dark clumps of fur and added them to the trash bag beside me, which was already fit to burst with the dogs’ daily load of shed hair. Inside, Yiayia had a spread of toast, marmalade, cheese, and tea waiting. I took my seat and inhaled deeply, relishing the scent of mountain tea.

      “Alexi will be coming by this afternoon,” she said. “So don’t dawdle at school.”

      I rolled my eyes and loaded a piece of toast with marmalade. “I’m sure my hoardes of adoring fans won’t mind my absence. What does Alexi have to come over for? We’ve been at this for weeks, and the tree is still sick. Why can’t just you and I try? It’s not like he’s contributing anything…unless you count whining as a useful contribution.”

      Yiayia rapped my head with her spoon. “Be quiet and eat your food. And don’t be ungrateful. You haven’t tried to use your Touch alone yet. When you do, you’ll see how much Alexi has been contributing.”

      I rolled my eyes but took a bite of my toast.

      “So good,” I sighed.

      I ate the rest of my breakfast in contented silence, lost in the bright bursts of fruit from the marmalade and the sharp, tangy cheese. It wasn’t until I finished that my irritation came back to me. Ugh, Alexi. I took another whiff of tea, and my annoyance eased. I stared into my mug and wondered, not for the first time, if Yiayia had some way of casting spells on people through food. It would explain a lot.

      “You’d better go,” Yiayia said, glancing at the clock.

      I nodded and rose, slurping the last of my tea. I rinsed my dishes and kissed Yiayia’s cheek before darting out the door. Paris and Argo ran with me as far as the village gates and then peeled off to explore on their own. I knew they’d be waiting for me when I came home, but I still felt a tiny pang of loss at being parted from them.

      Litsa greeted me with a smile and a hug, and the ride to school passed quickly. I’d gotten over my motion sickness, just as Litsa had promised, and I no longer dreaded the sight of the school perched atop the hill. Though Litsa was still my only real friend, the other students had at least stopped staring so obviously. I wasn’t sure if whispering behind my back was an improvement, but it was less uncomfortable for me, so I counted it as a win.

      “We get our essays back today,” Litsa remarked as we headed to class.

      I groaned. “Don’t remind me.”

      “I read your essay,” Litsa said. “You’ll be fine.”

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      Litsa rolled her eyes. “Pessimist.”

      In our morning classroom, I took my seat beside Litsa and waited in tense silence as Kyria Kostaki handed back our essays. The theme was Ohi Day. Though still a few weeks away, it was one of the most important civil holidays in Greece. At the end of October, the whole country would commemorate the day Benito Mussolini issued an ultimatum to the Greek Prime Minister: allow Italian forces to enter and occupy Greece unopposed or go to war. The Prime Minster’s actual words were in French, for some reason (“Alors, c’est la guerre”), but the people took the gist of the message and ran with it. From then on, October 28 was celebrated as the Day of ‘No’. Very to-the-point, I’d always thought.

      I’d written my essay on the impact of Greece’s refusal to capitulate to Axis powers and how it affected the outcome of the war. It was the longest, most complex piece I’d written for any class since moving here, and, no matter what I might have told Litsa, I was really proud of it. I couldn’t face the thought of flunking after all the hard work I had put into writing and editing seven pages in a language that I was only kind of literate in.

      Finally, Kyria Kostaki reached my desk. I stole a peek at her face and released a gusty breath of relief. She was smiling.

      “Excellent work, Chrysanthe,” she said. “You’ve come a long way.”

      I all but snatched the paper out of her hand and grinned as I saw the number thirteen scrawled across the top of the page. Finally—finally—a passing grade! Litsa leaned over to look and squealed, giving me an awkward hug across the aisle.

      “See,” she said. “I told you!”

      “Maybe I’ll frame it,” I said, trying to sound sarcastic but not quite managing it.

      “Maybe you should.” Toula turned around in her seat, looking down her nose at my thirteen. “As that’s the best you can do. ‘Almost Good.’ That’s you all over, isn’t it?”

      “No one asked you,” Litsa said, glaring at her with uncharacteristic ferocity.

      Toula only smirked and turned back to gossip about Kyria Kostaki with Vaso, but Elena gave me a sweetly sympathetic smile and patted my shoulder.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said bracingly. “You’re going to an American university, anyway.”

      “She’d better hope so,” Vaso muttered to Toula, who snickered. “Can you imagine what her Panelladikes scores would look like?”

      “There’s always vocational school,” Toula whispered back. “Maybe she can study cosmetology next year and finally learn to do something with her hair.”

      Litsa cast an anxious glance at me, and I did my best to smile despite the tightness in my throat. I wasn’t bothered by Toula’s comment about my hair—the look she cast me was far more envious than it was scornful—but her prediction for my future was more than plausible enough to fill me with dread. A thirteen equated to maybe a C plus. I’d always gotten A’s back in America. I’d liked school. I’d worked hard, and I’d done well. My parents had been so proud of me…but what would they think of me now? Barely passing and thrilled to scrape by with a grade of ‘Almost Good.’ Toula was right—it was pathetic.

      My fingers tightened on the paper, making it crackle and crease under my hand. That stupid red thirteen seemed so ugly now, mocking me even more cruelly than Toula and Vaso had.

      “Chrysa, don’t.” Litsa tugged the paper away from me and tucked it into her own folder. “I’ll frame it. And when you get a twenty on your next essay, we’ll cram it so far down Toula’s throat her intestines will get paper cuts.”

      “What are the Panelladikes?” I asked softly, unable to laugh or even smile at her joke.

      “The university entrance exams,” she said. “Your scores determine what schools you can attend and in what programs. They’re really competitive. But Elena’s right—you’re going to university in America, aren’t you?”

      “That was the plan,” I said. “But…I don’t know. Plans change.”

      “You could attend a frontistirio,” Litsa suggested.

      I groaned and buried my head in my hands. “I don’t even know what that is.”

      “It’s like school after school,” she explained. “I go to one here in Kalochori. You could come with me.”

      “Yeah, maybe. I’ll—”

      But Kyria Kostaki had finished handing out papers and was calling for our attention. I fixed what I hoped was an expression of intent focus on my face and turned toward her, but my mind was still spinning with shame and doubt. I hadn’t given any thought to applying to colleges in Greece. But everything was different now. I was a magissa. I had a legacy, a purpose…and I couldn’t fulfill any of it in America. But what about my future, my career—everything my parents worked so hard to make possible? Which was the greater betrayal?

      But maybe I didn’t have to betray anyone. Maybe this was what would finally set my mother’s spirit to rest. If I could get into a medical program in a Greek university, get a job, really make a home in my homeland…could I be both a magical healer and a medical doctor? Maybe, if I got better grades. I’d have to work even harder, but I could do that. I would go to this frontisitirio, as Litsa had suggested. And, per her other suggestion, I would get the highest marks and shove them all down Toula’s throat.
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      Yiayia, as ever, had chores for me to do when I got home. I spent an hour chopping cabbage and stuffing it in jars full of saltwater while Yiayia prepared crab apples to make jam. But once the cabbage and apples were finished and arranged neatly in the storeroom, I broached the subject of frontistirio.

      “I can pay for it myself,” I said quickly, seeing her frown. “I’ll use the money from my parents. I don’t think they’d mind me using it for education, would they? If I’m going to make a life in Greece, I need to be able to support myself. I won’t be able to study medicine if I don’t get high scores on my exams.”

      “University isn’t the only path to a good life,” Yiayia pointed out. When I opened my mouth to protest, she held up her hand. “But of course, I won’t stand in your way.”

      “So, I can go?” I asked eagerly.

      “Of course, my love.” She regarded me, tapping her chin with one skinny, liver-spotted finger. “But I can help you, too.”

      I hesitated. “I appreciate the offer, Yiayia, but my classes are pretty—”

      She silenced me with the same finger over my own lips.

      “I think it’s time you began learning to heal,” she said, and smiled at my cry of excitement. She glanced at the clock. “We have some time before Alexi gets here. Fetch your biology book. The dogs, too. I’ll be outside.”

      Both my books and my dogs were spread across my bed, covering every inch of it.

      “Come on,” I told them, forcibly rolling Argo over so I could get at my biology textbook. “Time to earn your keep.”

      Argo and Paris followed me outside, though with some grumbling on Argo’s part. They often served as guinea pigs or assistants in my lessons with Yiayia, and, while Paris thought it was great fun running back and forth at my mental call or sniffing one item after another to let me practice using his senses, Argo seemed to feel it was beneath his dignity as a guard dog.

      Yiayia was waiting at the table, tapping her cane meditatively against the flat stones of the veranda. She looked up and smiled at us as we approached, her eyes crinkling at the edges. I handed her the book and settled at the table while she flipped through the pages.

      “I didn’t think magisses learned from books,” I said.

      “In the old days, we didn’t,” she said. “But books certainly help with some things, and biology is one of them. You can’t set a body to rights without at least an idea of what ‘right’ is.”

      “I thought you could, I don’t know, sense it, or something,” I said.

      “You do,” Yiayia said. “But it helps to know what you’re sensing. Think of being in a dark room and trying to identify an object by touch, without any context—it’s very difficult to tell what the object is. But if someone tells you that you’re in a bedroom rather than a kitchen, suddenly it’s a lot easier to tell that the shape in your hand is an alarm clock rather than a toaster. That’s what this is.” She tapped the book. “Context. When I was your age, I felt as if I was groping around in the dark for a long time when I first started learning how the body is put together.”

      “Right,” I said. “So, we’ll start with—” I flipped the book open. “Muscle groups?”

      “The skeleton,” Yiayia said, turning to the correct page. “As you know, there are over two hundred bones in the human body…”

      I followed along in the book as Yiayia continued with her lecture. As she spoke, a wave of longing for my father flooded me with memories of him helping me with my homework and reviewing tests, explaining new words and concepts in English, just as Yiayia was doing now in Greek.

      “Chrysa, focus.”

      I snapped back to the present and concentrated on Paris, who was acting as our model.

      “Put yourself into the bone,” Yiayia instructed, her fingers pressed lightly to my temples. “Follow its length…gently, that’s it...”

      My brow furrowed as I followed her instructions, feeling down the long bone of Paris’s back leg with both my mind and my hands. It was harder than I expected it to be—I’d grown too used to having Alexi’s strength supplementing my own. My heartbeat sped up, as if I were running up a steep slope or doing pushups. I gritted my teeth. I didn’t need Alexi—I had my own strength.

      I pushed harder. Paris twitched and gave me a mournful, reproachful look over his shoulder.

      “Siga siga. Easy, koukla. Take your hands off him now, but stay inside,” Yiayia said. “Keep moving, feel your way forward. Well done, little bird, keeping going…”

      My mind oozed off the bone and into a joint. I paused for a moment, exploring with a careful mental touch, then proceeded, flowing over another bone, another joint, and another, all the way down to Paris’ toes.

      “Come back now, back the way you came,” Yiayia said softly. “It should be easier now, familiar.”

      “Yeah,” I panted. “It does. It feels—”

      My concentration broke as both Paris and Argo erupted in a storm of noise and flying bits of fur and drool. I winced and sat back as they rushed for the gate, growling. Alexi appeared a moment later and eased warily through the garden gate.

      “Argo! Paris! Come here,” I called, and got to my feet. Yiayia steadied me as I wobbled for a moment, my head spinning from my recent exertion. “Silly boys, you know him. He’s a friend. Well, sort of.”

      Argo and Paris returned to my side, still growling and casting dark looks at Alexi.

      Alexi scowled at them but didn’t hesitate in his approach. “Nouna, can I talk to you?” He spoke to Yiayia, not even acknowledging my presence. “In private?”

      Yiayia studied him with an expression of mingled worry and annoyance on her face, then sighed.

      “Fine,” she said. “Chrysa, give us a few minutes, please.”

      Yiayia led Alexi inside, leaving me fuming on the veranda. I stalked into the sunlight and paced around the garden until a low hiss made me stop in my tracks. The Ikouros flowed off the garden wall and along a row of beanstalks until he was only inches away. I stiffened as his tongue flicked the bare skin at my ankle. I didn’t move, even when he wound around my ankle and slithered up and up, until his tongue was whizzing past my ear.

      “Lissssten,” he said, bobbing his head in the direction of the house. “Dogsss. Help.”

      I twisted my head and found myself nose to nose with the Ikouros’ horned snout. “I like the way you think.”

      By now, I was used to strange sounds and smells sometimes intruding when Argo and Paris were around, but I’d never consciously tried to use their senses to amplify my own. Now seemed like a fruitful time to start.

      “Argo, Paris,” I called. To the Ikouros, I said, “You’ll help me?”

      “Yessss.”

      I sat on the steps of the veranda with a dog on either side and the snake coiled around my neck.

      “Lisssten,” the Ikouros said again. “Dogs first.”

      As I had the day I learned to call them, and many times since, I quieted my mind and focused on Argo and Paris: their breathing, their smell, the feel of their fur beneath my hands. I fell out of myself and into them, wrapping their senses around me like a blanket.

      “More,” the Ikouros hissed. “Deep, deep.”

      I sank into them until I could no longer tell where I ended and they began. We were one, and their senses were my own.

      “It’s something to do with Thalia, but all I see is a tree,” Alexi was saying. “Just a tree, weighed down with golden-white fruit, growing out of a crevasse in the mountain. Every damn night. I hate it, and I hate this—ever since she showed up, the visions won’t stop. I never wanted any of this, I never asked to be this way—”

      “Neither did Chrysa,” Yiayia said sharply. “I won’t have you blaming her for your refusal to accept what you are.”

      “What I am got her parents killed,” Alexi whispered. “If I couldn’t hear the Singers, or if I’d never spoken of what I heard, what I saw—”

      “It’s a gift, Alexi,” Yiayia said, more gently. “The Singers chose you, blessed you with knowledge that can be used for great good.”

      “What good?” Alexi asked, his voice bitter. “I’ve never seen any good come of it.”

      “You’ve never tried,” Yiayia returned. “Let them in and give yourself a chance to see the good. This is your heritage, your legacy through your mother’s line. Do not spurn it.”

      The Singers? I frowned, trying to place the memory. Then I had it. The three Singers from whom Alexi’s visions flowed. One that sang of what was, one of what is, and one of what would be. Alexi didn’t want the power—or maybe the responsibility—and, now that the visions were getting stronger, he blamed me.

      Shocking.

      But I was more interested in his visions than his bad attitude. Whatever danger he had foreseen for me as a child could still be in play. Maybe that was why my mother’s spirit lingered in the tree.

      Alexi murmured something in a ragged voice, but Paris jerked, twisting around to bite furiously at an itch on his rump. The connection broke. I sighed. Maybe it was just as well. I’d heard what I needed to, and it sounded like the conversation was about to take a much more personal turn. Listening in on something like that felt much more like eavesdropping—like an intrusion. So, I settled on the porch and waited, my fingers drumming against the arm of my chair as a plan formed in my mind.

      “Hey,” I said as Alexi emerged from the house. “Can we talk?”

      He studied me for a moment then sighed in exasperation. “You heard.”

      “Yeah.”

      He snorted. “I’m sure Nouna will be very proud of how you’re using your Touch.”

      “At least I’m not just sitting around moaning about it,” I snapped, then took a breath. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Can we talk?”

      “If I say no, are you going to follow me and talk at me anyway?”

      I grinned. “Probably.”

      “Fine, then.”

      “Let’s walk,” I suggested.

      “That sort of talk, is it?” Alexi glanced uneasily at the kitchen window.

      “It is.”

      I felt Yiayia’s eyes on my back as we left the garden, and I let myself sway toward Alexi—just slightly, as if I couldn’t help myself. Let Yiayia make what she would of that. Better that she thought I was falling for Alexi rather than interrogating him.

      “So,” I said once we were out of sight. “This tree. You know where it is?”

      “Generally, yes,” Alexi said, guarded.

      “Do you think you could find it?”

      Alexi stopped dead. “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Because maybe that’s what you’re supposed to do,” I said. “Maybe that’s what will make the visions stop. And because maybe it will help my mom.”

      Alexi didn’t say anything. But he didn’t immediately shut me down, which I took as encouragement.

      “You want to help her, don’t you?” I coaxed, inching closer. “Please, Alexi. We’ve been trying for weeks, and she’s still trapped, suffering. It sounds like there’s something more going on here, and we need to find out what it is if she’s ever going to rest.”

      His stern frown wavered. I stayed very still, holding my breath, as if any movement might spook him. Finally, the tension in his shoulders eased, though in relief or resignation, I couldn’t tell.

      “I thought so, too,” he said reluctantly. “Your grandmother doesn’t agree. She wants to carry on trying to heal the tree.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “And is that good enough for you? Do you enjoy being my sidekick?”

      He glared at me.

      “Fine,” he said. “We’ll go this weekend. But we do it my way.”
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      “Remind me why I need to get on a horse?”

      I eyed the stocky, somewhat potbellied specimen before me with more reluctance than was strictly reasonable. She didn’t look dangerous at all. Just the opposite, in fact. She looked like she was made to drowse in the shade and munch carrots all day. But appearances could be deceiving. I would much rather put my trust in my own two feet.

      “Because I told my father I was teaching you to ride, and I don’t like lying to him any more than I already have,” Alexi said shortly.

      That shut me up, as he no doubt meant it to. I crossed my arms and scowled at the horse, who showed no signs of noticing I was even there.

      “All the trail horses are bomb-proof,” Alexi assured me, a little more gently. “Myrto especially. Nothing fazes her.”

      “If you say so,” I said, trying not to think of what might happen if Argo and Paris got overexcited and spooked Myrto.

      “Up you go, then,” Alexi said, and I tried not to think too hard about his closeness or the feel of his hand on my leg as he boosted me into the saddle. “There. That’s not so bad, is it?”

      “I guess not,” I muttered, avoiding his eye.

      Alexi mounted Nefeli with a grace I both admired and envied. He settled into the saddle as if born there.

      “Let’s go.”

      Whining anxiously, Argo and Paris danced in a circle around Myrto as we exited the ring. They tucked their tails close against their legs, clearly confused as to why I’d chosen to sit on top of one of the creatures I’d forbidden them to touch or even bark at. Argo half-rose onto his hind legs but—thank goodness—didn’t jump. Myrto, as promised, ignored both of them.

      “It’s okay, boys,” I said. “We’re going for a long walk. Good, right?”

      “Good,” Paris echoed dubiously.

      “This way,” Alexi said, and Myrto fell into step a few yards behind Nefeli as Alexi guided us out of the yard.

      Alexi said little after that, but the tense, hard line of his shoulders told me he was deeply unhappy about this little outing.

      “Alexi,” I said tentatively. “Why do you hate magic so much?”

      I expected him to deny it, or at least refuse to answer. But he didn’t.

      “Maybe it’s different for you,” he said. “Or for any true magissa. But my gift has brought me nothing but grief. I knew my mother would be sick months before the cancer showed up on scans, and your grandmother poured everything she had into her healing magic. But it did no good. I begged my mother to let the doctors treat her. She refused. She put her faith in magic, and she died.”

      “She knew, then?” I asked wonderingly. “About—us? Magoi?”

      “She and your mother shared everything,” he said. “They loved each other like sisters.”

      “But your father doesn’t know.”

      Alexi sighed. “My father is a simple man…and a godly man. He would see the Touch as foolishness at best and Satan worship at worst. My mother felt it kinder to keep the knowledge from him. He never understood why she refused to see a doctor. He was furious. He was right to be.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “But you don’t know that modern medicine would have saved her, either.”

      “I don’t,” he said, his voice bitter. “My gift doesn’t tell me what would have been. Only what is, what was, what will be—but only some things, sometimes. And what good is the knowing if you can’t do anything about it?”

      “Oh, some good, I think,” I said quietly. “You got to say goodbye.”

      He winced but didn’t say anything, and we fell silent after that. While Alexi brooded, I tried to enjoy the ride. Alexi had been right about Myrto. She ambled along after Nefeli with little to no guidance from me, ears flicking lazily to and fro. What I was doing hardly seemed like riding, but I didn’t mind. Being a passenger gave me a chance to admire the scenery as we passed through fields of wildflowers under a sky so vast and blue it seemed likely to swallow you whole if you looked too long. Butterflies fluttered from one flower to the next, waving their wings lazily as they paused to drink each blossom’s nectar. Alexi and I made a few stops ourselves, drawing water from rocky springs named after saints. We didn’t speak much. After our last conversation, everything I thought of saying felt forced and awkward.

      Argo and Paris, free of human concepts like embarrassment, enjoyed themselves thoroughly. They chased each other back and forth across the trails and exchanged snarling, barking insults with the scruffy guardians of a passing herd of goats. Argo showed them his teeth, and the other dogs slunk away with their tails between their legs. I shook my head at their antics but felt a surge of smug pride all the same.

      I tended to forget, or ignore, the fact that Argo and Paris were in fact my protectors rather than the other way around. As goofy and lovable as they were with me, they were truly formidable. The sight of their bristling fur and glistening fangs soothed any lingering worry over what Alexi and I might find. Whatever it was, surely it wouldn’t be anything my boys couldn’t handle.

      It wasn’t until we arrived at the base of a cliff that I realized Argo and Paris’ brawn would do me no good here. Though they were good, strong climbers when it came to clambering over rocks and fallen trees on our hikes, the slope was too steep for them. It wasn’t exactly sheer, but it wasn’t that far off, either.

      “Do we have any kind of equipment?” I asked, tilting my head back nervously.

      Alexi raised an eyebrow. “That’s only now occurring to you?”

      “Hey, it was your vision, not mine. Do you have gear or not?”

      “Yes, I do,” he said, and thumped the pack behind his saddle. “But we should be alright until the last bit. It looks worse than it is from down here.”

      I bit my lip, considering. Maybe Argo and Paris…no. I couldn’t put them at such risk without good reason. They would stay and guard the horses.

      “Okay,” I said finally. “Let’s get this done.”

      Argo and Paris weren’t happy with the command to stay, but they obeyed. I was glad they did, because the climb was long and hot and grueling. I was glad, too, that I’d worn jeans and sturdy shoes. What looked like a smooth green slope was in fact a labyrinth of clinging, stabbing thorns and razor-edged blades of grass. Without the protective layer of denim, my legs would have been sliced to ribbons.

      Soon we left the thorns and grass behind and began to climb in earnest, hauling ourselves upward with the aid of sturdy branches and handholds in the rock. Sweat stung my eyes, and my chest heaved as I followed in Alexi’s steps. My heartbeat was strong and steady in my ears, leaving no room for doubt or hesitation as my arms and legs pumped back and forth like the pistons in an engine.

      “The tree is in the canyon,” Alexi called over his shoulder. “We’ll have to climb to the ledge above and lower ourselves in.”

      I kept climbing until I could see the shadowy cleft in the rock, which Alexi had generously termed a canyon but was little more than a wide crack. I craned my neck as far as I dared and saw that the crack widened further in, where long shafts of sunlight spilled down the moss-covered stones. And there, just visible, was a branch laden with fruit that caught the sunlight and seemed to glow like gems.

      “Hey,” Alexi yelled from somewhere above me. He had drawn further ahead than I realized while I gawked at the tree. “Are you coming, or what?”

      “I see the tree,” I shouted up to him. “Or part of it, anyway. Maybe we can—”

      I inched sideways and reached into the shadows, and then gasped as my left foot slipped on a patch of lichen. My heart leaped into my throat as I dropped, scrabbling against the stone, and just barely caught myself on a scraggly-looking bush. Its spiny leaves bit into my palm and fingers, drawing blood, but I didn’t slacken my grip. A drop of blood trickled down my forearm as I groped around to find new handholds and footholds.

      “Chrysa?”

      “I’m okay,” I called. “Keep going—I’ll be right there. I’m coming.”

      I rested my forehead against the stone for a moment, then started climbing once more. This time I gave the crack a wide berth, focusing only on where I was going to put my hands and feet. The shock of fear infused my muscles with fresh energy, and I soon caught up to Alexi.

      “Almost there,” he panted. “See the ledge?”

      “Yeah.” I flashed him a grin, determined to put my excess of adrenaline to good use. “Race you.”

      “You’re insane,” he said through gritted teeth, but nonetheless increased his pace.

      We surged upward, side by side, and flopped onto the ledge almost simultaneously. Almost.

      “I win,” I gasped, tilting my head to the side to face him.

      Our eyes met, and we both burst into breathless laughter. I couldn’t for the life of me have said what was so funny, but it felt good. Though our laughter soon faded, neither of us moved for several minutes, warmed by the stone and sun. I felt like a stone myself, heavy and solid and one with the mountain. But I, unlike the stone beneath my cheek, had a job to do.

      “Alright,” I said, pushing myself up with a grunt of effort. “What now?”

      Alexi sat up too and scrubbed his hands across his face. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes,” I said firmly.

      “Then let’s get you in a harness,” Alexi said. In a mutter, he added, “And drop you into a black hole in the mountain, why not?”

      “It’s not exactly black, and it’s not exactly a hole,” I said fairly, and stepped into the harness he held out for me.

      “Your good cheer concerns me,” Alexi said. At my snort, he added, “I’m serious, Chrysa. This is dangerous, even without whatever you might find down there.”

      I dragged my attention from his hands, which were resting most distractingly on the harness straps arounds my hips, and met his eyes squarely. “I know. But being afraid isn’t going to make it any less dangerous. Now, tell me what to do with this stuff.”

      I listened carefully as Alexi explained how to work the rappelling gear. Then I fastened my helmet while he anchored his end of the line.

      “Ready?” he asked when all was prepared.

      I resisted the urge to look over my shoulder at the chasm and replied in a steady voice, “Yes.”

      “Just back up,” he said. “Lean back, brace your legs against the cliff.”

      “Right,” I said. “Easy.”

      Before I could think twice, I stepped backward over the edge and focused very hard on the rappel line, taut and secure at my waist. One step, then another. I let out a hard, gusty breath. I could do this.

      Alexi’s face appeared above me, his brows tight with worry. “How are you doing?”

      “Fine,” I said. “Let out more line. I can see the tree. It’s beautiful.”

      I paused for a moment, dazzled by the bright shaft of sun that shone directly on the tree and its eerie white fruit. What were they? Not peaches, not lemons. If anything, they looked a little like figs. But no fig I’d ever seen was white, and figs definitely didn’t glow, even in sunlight as brilliant as this single beam of gold surrounded by shadows.

      “Beautiful,” I breathed.

      Line slipped through my fingers as I drew closer and closer to the tree, moving with reckless speed. I ignored Alexi’s alarmed shout and covered the last few yards with a single leap, landing with a thump on the narrow ledge that supported the tree. I edged sideways, my eyes fixed on the white fruit. The scent of it hit me full on the face, born on a hot wind—strange, such heat, in the shady coolness of the gorge. But that didn’t matter, not when the fruit was so close and the smell so delicious—tangy and sweet, with a hint of some strange spice I didn’t have a name for.

      “Chrysa, look out!”

      I flattened myself against the stones and gasped as a blur of brown and green and gray crossed my vision.

      “Chrysa!”

      “I’m okay,” I called, my voice high and tense. “I think.”

      “Up, Chrysa!” The urgency in Alexi’s voice was echoed by the sharp tug at my waist. “Climb!”

      I turned and searched frantically for a handhold. There was nothing—nothing but smooth, cool stone.

      “I can’t,” I cried. “I—”

      Hot air scorched my back. Pain blossomed across my shoulders, and I was ripped backward into empty air. My scream turned into a sharp “oof” as the rappel line jerked—but it held, slamming me against the ravine wall with enough force to stun me and steal my breath. I hung limp in the harness, my chest heaving in vain as I tried to force my lungs back to work. After several attempts, I finally sucked in a full breath.

      “Chrysa! Hold on, I’m coming!”

      “No,” I shouted hoarsely. “Stay there, I—”

      I gasped as I found myself staring into a face of stone and moss and fire. Clawed hands slammed into the wall on either side of my head, drawing sparks that stung my cheeks and neck. Flames spilled from the creature’s mouth, flowing around jagged teeth of obsidian. Slowly, so slowly, the stone face lowered to mine.

      “Thief,” it hissed. “Burn.”
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      The stone monster opened its mouth. I caught a glimpse of jagged obsidian teeth—and behind them, a glowing ember that pulsed and grew in three quick heartbeats. In a flash of horror, I realized what was about to happen and threw up my hands.

      “Stop!”

      I thrust my hands out toward the creature and choked back a scream of pain as flames licked my palms. I snatched them back, expecting them to be bitten or burned off at the wrists. But the creature released me, thrashing and wailing as it scurried toward the tree with the glowing fruit. With some distance, I could see that its body was long and sinuous yet shaped more or less like that of a woman—or, rather, a girl.

      She seemed very young…and confused, huddled at the base of the tree with her mossy wings folded over her face, shaking and moaning in pain or grief. Jagged spines rattled against the stones as her tail whipped back and forth in a frenzy.

      “Thieves,” the creature cried. “Thieves steal.”

      “Chrysa, what is going on down there?” Alexi bellowed.

      “I have no idea,” I yelled back, trying to swing myself over to the tree’s ledge. “Just—give me a minute.”

      My blistered palms throbbed, the pain spreading and twisting deep in my gut like a knife. Climbing was out of the question. But the creature was emerging from the shelter of her wings, her snub nose lifted into the air.

      “Moontouched,” she hissed, turning toward me as I found my footing on the ledge. “Beautiful, delicious moon.”

      Yiayia had told me I had the power to command the xotika—if my will was strong enough. I pointed at the stone creature and spoke firmly, as if she were Paris or Argo. “No.”

      My power ballooned out of me. But the creature took a step toward me, then another, still hissing quietly.

      “I said no.”

      I set my jaw, pushing harder until the monster pulled up short and drew back. She studied me for a moment, then stretched her head out on her long neck to sniff at me.

      “No,” she agreed, sounding half-relieved, half-reluctant. “Beautiful moon.”

      She sat back on her heels and cocked her head. I released my hold on her and stood for a moment with my hands on my knees, panting.

      I approached cautiously, my fear of the creature fading. “What are you?”

      “I am drakaina,” she said. “I am guardian.”

      “Guardian of the tree?” I glanced upward, dazzled once more. “Guardian of the fruit.”

      “My fruit,” the drakaina said, aggrieved. “Stolen, stolen—”

      “Someone stole your fruit?” I asked. “Why?”

      “Thieves steal.”

      “Well, yes,” I said. “They do. But I’m not a thief. I didn’t come for your fruit.”

      “Why?” the drakaina demanded, throwing the word back in my face. “Why come? What do you seek?”

      “You, I suppose,” I said. “I think you should tell me what happened to your fruit. Do you know who took it?”

      “Neraida,” the drakaina snarled. “Sneaking, lying, stupid neraida.”

      “Why?” I pressed. “What does your fruit do?”

      “Heals,” the drakaina said, then added, “Heals mortals.”

      I blinked, nonplussed. What would a neraida need with something like that? I opened my mouth to ask the drakaina. But she had already turned back to her tree, her shoulders hunched and trembling. Pity flooded me.

      “Chrysa?” Alexi’s voice echoed through the ravine, and the line jerked against my harness. “I’m pulling you up.”

      “In a minute,” I yelled back, and moved as quickly as I could back to the drakaina.

      She lifted her head and gave me a look that was equal parts wary and hopeful.

      “Drakaina,” I said. “Where is your mother?”

      “Here.” The drakaina patted the mountainside with her stone claws. “Mother.”

      I frowned. “The mountain is your mother? But do you have anyone to talk to—anyone to comfort you?”

      She cocked her head. “You talk.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes. At least I’d had a mother, even if I’d lost her. I had Yiayia and Theio Giorgo, Argo and Paris. This creature—this child—had no one at all. Yes, I could talk. I could comfort her. Not now, though. Alexi was still shouting, threatening to come down and drag me up by my hair.

      “I have to go now, but I’d like to talk more later.” I smiled as she thrummed in pleasure. “Drakaina, would you like a name?”

      “Name?” The drakaina drew back and blinked at me. “What name?”

      “Kori,” I said. “Do you like it?”

      The drakaina hummed thoughtfully, a gentle, rattling sound like pebbles falling down a hill.

      “Kori,” she said, a smile spreading across her strange face. “I am Kori.”

      I smiled too. “Kori, I’m Chrysa. May I come see you again sometime?”

      “Chrysa.” Kori reached out with one clawed hand to touch the fluttering hem of my shirt. “Yes, come.”

      “I will,” I promised. I shaded my eyes and squinted, looking for Alexi. “Alexi! I’m ready.”

      Kori curled around her tree, watching me. When the line went taut, I leaned against it and set my feet against the mountainside. Kori trilled and beat her tail against the ground. I smiled at her.

      “Bye, Kori. I’ll see you again, I promise.”

      “Promise,” Kori echoed.

      The climb back up to Alexi was agony with my burned hands, but I made it. Just below the lip of the cliff, I reached a hand over my head and waved.

      “Hey! I’m here.”

      “Chrysa!” Alexi jumped forward to pull me up the rest of the way. “Your arms—your hands—what happened?”

      “A misunderstanding, really,” I said, and winced as I inspected my burned hands. “Though a painful one.”

      “A misunderstanding?”

      “The tree is guarded by a drakaina who thought I was there to steal her fruit.” As an afterthought, I added, “I’ve named her Kori.”

      Alexi stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “What do you mean, you’ve named her?”

      “She’s a child,” I said defensively. “She needs a friend.”

      “A drakaina is a dangerous, powerful being, Chrysa! Not a stray puppy. You can’t—”

      “I can, and I have,” I said. “Anyway, we can discuss it later. I need Argo and Paris to help me heal. My hands are killing me.”

      “How are you going to climb down like that?” Alexi asked, staring at my blistered hands.

      I winced. “Painfully, I imagine.”

      “Let me wrap them, at least,” he said. “I’ve got a first aid kit.”

      “She said a neraida stole her fruit,” I said as he wrapped my hands. “I have a funny feeling it was Kalothia—her name keeps coming up. She was the one who first told me about my parents, and she’s obviously involved somehow. But why would she need fruit that heals mortals?”

      “Maybe it’s not for her,” Alexi suggested. “Maybe there’s someone else involved.”

      “But who?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But I think we need to be very, very careful.”
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      “Is this really necessary?”

      “Of course, it is,” Yiayia said, dusting her powdered sugar-covered hands on her apron. “This is the first time any of us have gotten to wish you a happy name day in person.”

      “That’s not true,” I said. “You came two years ago, remember? You stayed all the way through Christmas.”

      “Hush, you know what I mean. It’s the first time for everyone else.”

      Yiayia thrust a mixing bowl into my hands, and I obediently stirred the mixture of eggs, yogurt, flour, milk, and salt that would eventually become a zimaropita—dough pie topped with melted feta cheese. We had a pie filled with spinach and leeks, too, and one stuffed with ground meat. Yiayia was working on dessert: a batch of kourabiedes, walnut cookies coated with powdered sugar. I’d never seen so many carbs in one place outside of a bakery.

      All of this—and the platters of keftedes and loukaniko—was in honor of St. Chrysanthe, the saint I was named for and whose feast day, October 25, was a day for me, too. In Greece, name days were celebrated much like birthdays, with friends and family and, of course, food.

      So much food.

      Friends and family were going to stop by to wish me hronia polla, or many years. That’s what Yiayia said was going to happen, anyway, but I wasn’t sure who she thought was going to show up besides Theia Anna and her family. Maybe one of the, like, four other people who were still in Pyrga this time of year and were curious about the American orphan. Or just bored.

      “Very good,” Yiayia said when I’d gotten the zimaropita in the oven. “Food made with meraki, with love and passion, has its own kind of magic, but a magissa imbues it with something more. Something that both nourishes and is nourished by the bonds of blood and kinship—which aren’t necessarily the same thing, you know.”

      “I know,” I murmured, thinking of Bilal and even Alexi and his father, Sotiri.

      “It’s those bonds that form the greatest part of our power,” Yiayia went on. “Bonds to family, bonds to the community, bonds to the earth.”

      “Bonds to dairy and carbs,” I observed with a grin, watching the dough bubble in the oven.

      Yiayia swatted at me with a dish towel. “Go on, then, and get cleaned up. You have a lot of bonding to do today.”

      I smiled, but inwardly I dreaded the coming day. Which did I dread more, though? The possibility that no one would come—or that they would? The thought of making small talk with a crowd of well wishers made me queasy. But my mother’s voice came back to me, sharp and clear: “You could make more of an effort.”

      I showered quickly and with a wistful pang at the memory of my leisurely, scalding-hot showers back in America. My lips twisted in something between bitterness and bemusement as I realized that it was only those little conveniences that I missed about my life there. Despite the danger, despite the strangeness of my life here, I felt rooted in these mountains. I belonged to the land.

      The people, on the other hand…

      “I guess that’s why Yiayia is subjecting me to this,” I told Paris and Argo as I towel-dried my hair. “Practice makes perfect, eh?”

      “Practice,” Paris agreed.

      Argo grumbled and lay down in the doorway, his head resting on his paws. He liked socializing about as much as I did.

      Yiayia had laid out a soft wrap dress in a darkish greenish blueish color that Mama could have found a name for but I just thought was pretty. It was Mama’s favorite and one of the few dresses I didn’t mind wearing. Occasionally.

      I pulled on the dress and added some tights and an over-sized cardigan against the autumn chill, pushing Paris away with one foot when he came over to investigate.

      “It’ll be death by lint roller if Yiayia catches me with dog hair on my dress.”

      Paris cocked his head and whined, looking so piteous that I had to give him a quick cuddle. Argo growled but accepted a kiss without complaint.

      “Chrysa!”

      I jumped and spun just in time to see Yiayia coming at me, lint roller raised like a club. Then she was on me, swiping at my dress with such force I almost fell over.

      “Anna and the children are on their way, and Sotiri and Alexi are already here,” she said. “Aren’t you going to do anything with your hair?”

      “Um—”

      But Yiayia was already weaving the hair at my temples into braids to hold the rest of my hair back. I studied the result in the mirror, admiring her handiwork. Simple and classy, but not too old-fashioned.

      “Thanks, Yiayia,” I said, meaning it.

      Yiayia’s eyes were misty. “You have such beautiful hair, little bird. Just like your mother.”

      My smile wobbled a bit, then firmed. “And you, too. Mama always said I look like you.”

      “Good genes,” she said, patting my cheek. “Go on, now. And be nice.”

      “Don’t worry,” I told her. “Your plan worked flawlessly. Alexi and I are the very best of friends.”

      Sotiri greeted me with a warm hug and kisses on both cheeks. These were accompanied by his wishes for many happy returns, which were as loud as they were sincere. Alexi was more restrained, but his embrace was—surprisingly—just as warm, if brief. It was a real hug, not the forced, ass-out, T-rex nonsense that only emphasizes the lack of hug-worthy intimacy between the participants.

      “Thanks for coming,” I said. “Though I’m sure Yiayia’s invitation wasn’t exactly an invitation so much as a summons.”

      “Well, the food is good,” Alexi said, his lips twitching into something that was almost a mischievous grin before it faded into a worried frown. “I also wanted to talk to you.”

      A quick glance over my shoulder assured me Yiayia was busy plying Sotiri with snacks.

      “Let’s go to the back garden,” I told Alexi, and drew him outside.

      “There’s something coming,” he said. “Or—not coming, exactly. Hovering. Waiting.”

      “Something bad, I take it.” I sighed. “Did you get anything else, any knowledge or visions from—from the Singers?”

      “Not much,” he said, his voice edged with bitterness and frustration. “Just broken images and impressions all jumbled together. A crow’s wings beating at my face, a shadow falling over the mountain…the ash tree screaming with your mother’s voice. I’ve never heard anything so horrible. Not since—”

      He broke off with a shiver.

      “Not since what?” I asked.

      “Not since you left,” he whispered.

      My throat tightened at the bleak helplessness in his eyes. I wanted to ask him what he meant, but he looked so miserable that I couldn’t bring myself to push him.

      “Well, I’m here now,” I said, trying to smile. “And we’re going to figure this out, I promise.”

      “I think we should tell Nouna,” he said. “About the drakaina and the fruit.”

      “Do you really think she’ll help us?” I asked skeptically.

      “No, I think she’ll tell us to let her handle it, and I think we should listen to her.”

      “Well, I don’t,” I said. “As soon as we tell her what we found out, she’s going to give us a lecture and then not tell us a thing about whatever she decides to do with the information. Information we found, let me remind you. I don’t want to be kept in the dark anymore.”

      Alexi’s mouth twisted. “I don’t like lying to her.”

      I took his arm and pulled him back toward the party. “Well, don’t say anything, and you won’t have to lie.”

      The party, such as it was, had moved outside. Sotiri had been joined by Theio Giorgo and Bilal, and all three were lounging on fold-out chairs in the shade of the linden tree. Bilal looked bashful but pleased to be included. I smiled warmly, glad to see him again before he took the sheep down into the lowlands for the winter. Glad, too, that Theio Giorgo had a chance to spend time with him. My uncle was different when Bilal was around—brighter.

      When he saw me, Theio Giorgo rose to fold me in his arms.

      “Hronia polla,” he said, giving me an extra squeeze. “Here.”

      He slipped a fifty euro note into my hand, and I reddened. “Nouno, that’s too much. I don’t need—”

      “I know you don’t need it,” he said. “That’s why it’s a present. Take your friends out to dinner tonight and have a good time.”

      I bit my lip and looked down. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I only had one friend, and I’d been too shy to invite her to do anything outside of school. Luckily, Argo and Paris saved me from having to say anything. They rushed at the gate, barking like fiends, making Theia Anna fall back into Theio Mitso’s arms. Muttering, she crossed herself and eased through the garden gate after her husband. Teli and Evangelia peeked around their mother, their eyes on the dogs, clearly dying to pet them. Paris, just as eager, whined and wagged his tail so hard it bent his whole body. Even Argo was dancing on all four paws.

      “They won’t hurt the children,” I called. “They just want to say hello.”

      “Please, Mama.” Evangelia tugged on her mother’s hand. “Please.”

      Theia Anna pursed her lips, then sighed. “Oh, fine. I’m doing laundry tonight, anyway.”

      Both children threw themselves at the dogs with cries of delight, and they collapsed in a burst of fur and giggles. Theia Anna’s face softened as Paris snuffled Teli’s ear and gave it a gentle lick.

      “No wonder they didn’t make it as guard dogs,” Theio Mitso muttered, and Theia Anna covered a smile with a dainty hand.

      The rest of the party passed without incident, though Bilal got a few hairy looks from Theio Mitso, and Teli got a scolding from his mother for slipping bits of sausage to Paris. Alexi was actually pleasant to be around when he wasn’t scowling and spouting dire warnings. Enough money was pressed into my hands for the express purpose of treating my friends to a good time that I resolved to get over my shyness and call Litsa.

      She accepted my invitation with real excitement and promised to catch the next bus to Pyrga. When she arrived, she dived right into the thick of things, laughing and chatting with everyone with an ease I envied. When people began trickling away, Litsa took charge and dragged me—and Alexi, to my embarrassed surprise—into Kalochori to keep the party going, at least for the three of us.

      “It’ll be great,” she gushed as she all but threw me off the bus. “A little food, a little wine, a little ouzo—”

      “I’m not eighteen yet,” I protested.

      Litsa rolled her eyes. “Nobody cares. Come on, this is your day. Let’s celebrate!”
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      Boy, did we celebrate. It started innocently enough—just a little food, a little wine, just like Litsa had said. But then some older kids—not kids, I guess, maybe nineteen or twenty—realized that it was my name day, and the shots came out. I learned that I liked the anise-infused bite of ouzo, and I learned that even Alexi’s sanctimonious stuffiness had its limits. He downed the shots right along with us and soon he was laughing and joking with unrecognizable good cheer. We danced, we sang. At least, Alexi sang, his voice a surprisingly rich baritone, while Litsa and I accompanied him in a tuneless sort of warble.

      It was after midnight when I finally thought to check my phone, and I was unsurprised to see six missed calls from Yiayia. There was even a text:

      WHere. Are you.,? COMEwr..hom$d NOW

      Drunk as I was, I only giggled at my grandmother’s attempt at texting.

      “Look,” I said, showing Alexi, and he laughed.

      “We probably should go, though,” he said, trying to force his face into something approaching his normal seriousness. “She’ll be worried.”

      “It’s after midnight,” Litsa hiccuped. “No more busses. Oops.”

      “Giorgo would come get us if we called,” Alexi said, but he seemed strangely reluctant.

      So was I, and not only because of the lecture we’d no doubt receive. I didn’t want the night to end or to give up this version of Alexi.

      “We could walk,” I suggested. “What’s another hour or two at this point? We’re dead anyway.”

      Alexi’s lips quirked. “Let’s walk.”

      We stumbled out of town, still laughing and shoving each other and trying to dance and walk at the same time. The resulting gait wasn’t much like dancing or walking. It was more of a continuous, barely controlled fall. We tripped and stumbled over every bump in the road, dimly lit as it was by the light of our cell phones. But we persevered, dancing our way through the moonless night. We took Litsa home first, since Milia wasn’t far out of the way. We grew quiet, though, once Litsa was gone. The buzz of alcohol was fading, and I couldn’t think of a thing to say to him.

      Until we reached the crossroads.

      The moon was a slim crescent dipping in and out of the clouds and casting eerie shadows over the road. Alexi slowed, peering up at the sky. I couldn’t see his face, but there was something uneasy in his stance. I felt it, too. A heightened awareness touched with foreboding.

      “I…I think we should turn off the light,” he said, and the light on his phone went dim.

      I turned mine off as well and squinted into the darkness. I felt exposed without Argo and Paris. The fun, loopy feeling had left me completely, leaving me sick and dizzy. I tried to reach out with my Touch and sense whatever was out there, but I couldn’t find my balance—inside or outside. Fear trickled into my belly, bringing my nausea into even sharper relief.

      “Alexi, I can’t find it,” I whispered. “The magic—it won’t come.”

      “Let’s just keep moving,” he said.

      “Alexi!” I gasped as something barreled across the road and disappeared into the shadows.

      Alexi swore and leaped back, pushing me behind him. But it was no good. The thing was behind us, now. I pulled frantically on Alexi’s arm, and he spun to face the figure looming out of the darkness. The clouds parted, and the moon shone on a face nearly unrecognizable as human. At least, it might once have been human. It was pallid and puffy, so swollen it looked like it might pop. Something putrid and pale dripped from what—probably—used to be its eyes. The stench of rot rolled from it in waves, making me gag.

      “Vrykolakas,” Alexi whispered.

      My blood went cold. My parents had told stories of vrykolakes around campfires when I was little. The word ‘vrykolakas’ was usually translated as vampire, but really vrykolakes were more like zombies or ghouls. They rose from unconsecrated graves and roamed about, terrorizing towns and eating the livers of the unwary.

      Alexi and I backed away. I gulped down another wave of nausea. Yiayia had said all but the strongest xotika would obey me—but only if my will was strong enough. I gritted my teeth, trying to quell the trembling in my guts.

      “Go away,” I called, but my voice came out as a squeak.

      “Let me help.” Alexi fumbled for my hand. He squeezed hard, his brow furrowed, then shot me a panicked look. “I can’t reach the power, either. It’s—it’s slippery.”

      My lip trembled. “I, um, I think we should run.”

      The vrykolakas let out a low, bubbling chuckle and advanced on us with a ghoulish, shuffling gait.

      I let out a yelp and pushed at Alexi. “Go, go, go!”

      “Fuck,” Alexi moaned, and turned to run.

      But we were drunk and terrified and didn’t make it more than a few steps before a light flared to life in the middle of the road. We fell back, blinking against the glare until it faded to reveal a luminously beautiful figure. My breath left me in a sharp huff of surprise.

      My eyes narrowed. “Kalothia.”

      “We meet again, Chrysanthe.” She inclined her head in a little bow that seemed both elegant and mocking.

      “Let us pass,” Alexi growled, casting a nervous look over his shoulder.

      The vrykolakas stood with a slack jaw and vacant gaze, its arms swinging stupidly back and forth. Its frayed, ragged sleeve parted at the seam and fell off, taking a strip of rotted skin with it. It growled and shambled from side to side but never forward, seemingly reluctant to approach the light. I drew back in horror as a shard of bone split the swollen flesh of its thigh. It kept moving even as the gash opened wider, its gait a little more erratic but no less powerful. Kalothia smiled, catlike.

      “Are you in trouble, Maiden?”

      “Mind your own business,” I snapped.

      Kalothia laid a hand over her heart. “You wound me. I can leave, if you prefer it, but I doubt you will outrun our friend there in the condition you’re in. You are welcome to my assistance, of course. You need only ask.”

      “No,” Alexi said sharply. “It will put us in her debt.”

      Kalothia’s smile flickered. “I don’t recall asking for your input, Seer. This is between the Maiden and myself.”

      “And me,” a whispery voice hissed.

      A second neraida eased out of the shadows of the rocky slope to our left. Where Kalothia was moonlight, she was twilight, her features obscured and nearly formless despite the faint glow that emanated from her form. Alexi and I shared a confused glance. Was this a positive development or some new complication?

      “Begone,” the neraida said, waving her hand at the vrykolakas, which lumbered away obediently. When its footsteps had faded away, she turned to me. “My aid is freely given, Maiden. You owe me no debt.”

      “How kind,” Kalothia sneered. “But then, you were always solicitous of the Moontouched, Amidra.”

      “You have business elsewhere, Kalothia tou Pefkou,” the neraida said softly. “Go and tend to it.”

      Kalothia let out a tinkling laugh. “Your precious mortals have nothing to fear from me. She is of far more use to us alive. But she should take heed.” Her gaze returned to me, her eyes shining with preternatural light. “There is a shadow close on your heels, Maiden, and it will swallow you if you don’t take care.”

      The glow surrounding Kalothia grew until it was so bright, I had to close my eyes. When I opened them again, she was gone. The other neraida remained, crouched among the rocks.

      “Thank you—um.” I fumbled for a moment, trying to gather my spinning thoughts. “Amidra?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “I am Amidra of the Caves.”

      “Why did you help us?” I asked warily.

      “You owe me no debt, Maiden,” Amidra said. “I have said it.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      Amidra studied me for a long moment, then said, “You wear your mother’s face.”

      Alexi stirred beside me. “You knew Thalia?”

      “She was kind,” Amidra said. “She was my friend.”

      My eyes widened, and warmth rushed through me at the thought of my mother running around these mountains befriending cave creatures. For a moment, my head cleared. “How—”

      Alexi laid a cautioning hand on my arm. “We appreciate your help, but we should go.”

      “Go, yes.” Amidra nodded. “But not by this road. The vrykolakas may yet return, and I cannot stay so long in the open.”

      “How, then?” I asked.

      “We of the Kindred have a multitude of ways to travel. Most are beyond your abilities, but this I can teach you.” She smiled, and her face suddenly clearer in the gloom. “I will show you how to traverse the shadows and secrets of the mountains, as I once showed your mother.”

      My heart leapt. I was talking to a creature out of a fairy tale—out of a myth, even, for the neraida were undoubtedly the same sort of being as the nymphs of ancient times. Not only was this fairy tale creature not trying to kill me, as the last had, but she wanted to teach me the same magic she had taught my mother. The prospect made me feel closer to Mama than I had in ages. I turned to Alexi with a broad smile, but his face was pained.

      “Chrysa…”

      “I trust her,” I said. “Besides, do you really want to go the long way with a vrykolakas on the loose?”

      He groaned. “Fine.”

      I pulled him over to Amidra, my steps wobbly and uneven. “Show us what to do.”

      “First, compose yourself,” she said sternly. “You stink of poison. It dulls your senses and disrupts your inner balance. You must find your footing if you are to walk the shadow road.”

      Alexi and I clasped hands, as we did in our exercises with Yiayia. It was hard, so hard. But we found our way, however slowly, and I summoned my Touch.

      “There,” Amidra said. “Now use your magic to feel for the seams in the shadows. Find the threads of darkness and tease them apart—gently. You must take care, or the connections will break. The gate will collapse.”

      I reached out with my magic and felt along the edges of the cliff’s shadow. The seam was there, just like she said, hundreds of threads of darkness woven together. At my Touch, the connections softened and unraveled until a space opened. Amidra made an approving sound.

      “Good,” she said. “I will guide you this first time. When you step into the gate, do not be afraid. Do not stop. The shadow road passes not only through the mountain but through the fabric of the world. It is…unwise to linger in the spaces between. Are you ready?”

      Alexi made a small, strangled sound. I jabbed him with my elbow.

      “We’re ready.”

      She offered her hand, and I took it eagerly, letting her draw us deeper into the shadows—deeper than it seemed possible. The darkness thickened and tightened around us, soft and heavy like a fleece blanket. At first it was pleasant, then uncomfortable, then suffocating—but the sensation passed quickly, replaced by chilly dampness. I gasped as my foot hit solid ground and I stumbled against the cool stone wall of a cave. Alexi cursed. Moonlight trickled through a narrow opening overhead—one that I hoped we would be able to reach.

      “This cave lies close to your home, just outside the wards placed by the Crone, Aglaia,” Amidra said. “Remember this place. Fix it in your mind and heart so that you may return here. You cannot walk blindly through shadows—if you hesitate, if your intent wavers from your destination, you will lose your way.”

      I nodded. “So we’ll need to do some exploring and find other caves to serve as exit points.”

      “Yes,” Amdira said. “There are thousands of caves, and I know them all. If you have need, call on me and I will come.”

      “Thank you,” I told her. “You saved our lives. Debt or no debt, we’ll remember.”

      “If we survive the night,” Alexi muttered. “Nouna is going to beat us bloody with her spoon.”

      “I wish you good fortune, then.” Amidra blinked, her eyes wide and pale in the depths of the cave. “Go well, Chrysanthe, until we meet again.”
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      Yiayia didn’t murder us with her spoon or any other kitchen utensil, though she looked like she’d very much like to. She sent me to bed without a word. She must have set Alexi up in the parlor, because he was there when I woke the next morning. I found him sprawled on the floor with a blanket tangled around his legs and a throw pillow half wedged under his cheek.

      “Is she here?” I whispered, shaking him awake.

      “Somewhere. I heard her banging around in the kitchen earlier. She was definitely being loud on purpose.” He groaned, clutching his head. One eye cracked open to peer bleerily at me. “You look like hell.”

      I glared at him and winced against a throb of pain in my head. “You’re not exactly fresh as a daisy yourself.”

      “I know—move.”

      Alexi lurched upright and bolted for the bathroom. I winced again, this time in sympathy as the faint sound of Alexi being violently sick floated down the hall. I’d done the same thing—twice—during the night. I got to my feet, fetched a glass of water from the kitchen, and went to tap on the bathroom door.

      “Still alive?”

      “Ung.”

      I pushed open the door and found Alexi slumped over the toilet, his cheek pressed against the porcelain.

      “Here,” I said, holding the water out to him. “It’ll help. A little.”

      “But not nearly enough.”

      I jumped and then fell against the wall with a curse, clutching my head. Alexi was right—if he’d heard Yiayia before, it was because she’d wanted him to hear her. The woman moved like a freaking ghost. She stood now in the doorway, her knuckles white on the knob of her cane. I eyed it warily, suddenly very aware that Yiayia had grown up in a time and place where it was customary to beat obedience into wayward children.

      “It’s hard to tell over the stink of ouzo,” she said, her voice deceptively mild. “But you smell of cave mold. And underneath that, of blood and rotting flesh.”

      “We met a vrykolakas, Nouna,” Alexi said humbly, still glued to the toilet. “We’re sorry.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Yiayia said.

      I squinted. Was that a smirk lurking at the corners of her mouth?

      “Do you have anything that will help?” I asked. “A hangover potion or something?”

      Yiayia tapped her cane against the floor and then tapped Alexi’s head with it. He let out a muffled groan. Yes, she was definitely smirking.

      “I do,” she said. “But you’re going to make it yourselves.”

      It was a long and grueling process. We had to gather the herbs in the bright sunlight, some from the garden and some from a clearing down in the gorge. Some we steeped in a pot of hot water, but others had to be pounded with a mortar and pestle. Yiayia drove us without mercy, directing both our practical preparations and my use of the Touch to infuse the brew with healing properties. If I thought accessing my magic was hard last night, it was nearly impossible today. Alexi and I each made another dash for the bathroom before we were through.

      “We should tell her about Kalothia,” Alexi whispered at one point. “What she said—and what she did. Or what we think she did. You know, with the drakaina’s fruit.”

      “Are you mad?” I hissed, casting a panicked look over my shoulder as I mashed chamomile into a soggy pulp. Yiayia stood just outside on the veranda, a stern and forbidding silhouette against the sunny yard. “You think now is the right time to tell her we tracked down a drakaina behind her back?”

      “Maybe not,” he muttered, and glared at my mortar and pestle. “God, can you make any more noise?”

      I glared right back and pounded the stone even harder. “Like this?”

      Our nerves—and our stomachs—were frayed and fragile by the time Yiayia finally deemed our efforts worthy. I downed my brew in three huge gulps, praying that it would work quickly enough to keep it from coming right back up.

      “Ohhh.” I sighed and tilted my head back in blissful relief as my headache melted away. “Thank God.”

      Alexi reached out and hugged Yiayia. “Thank you.”

      “I hope you’ve learned something,” Yiayia said, swatting him away. “The Touch requires a clear mind and a clean body. Even natural sickness can interfere, and it’s not like a localized wound—it’s your whole body. You felt how difficult it was to use the healing magic today. It was unspeakably stupid to invite sickness into your body.”

      We nodded, and Yiayia softened slightly. “Now, for your next lesson.”

      Alexi and I shared a horrified look.

      “Next—?”

      “Oh, we’re far from finished,” Yiayia said. “Go outside and call for the Ikouros.”

      Alexi and I trooped outside with Yiayia stalking after us. We stopped on the veranda at Yiayia’s direction, and I called for the house guardian without words. He appeared within seconds, gliding over the roots of the linden tree. I stepped off the veranda and bent to offer my arm. The slide of his scales over my skin no longer troubled me. In fact, I found the Ikouros’ solid form wound around my arm and shoulder sort of comforting. Grounding.

      Yiayia nodded in grudging approval. “Stay just like that. The contact will help.”

      “What are we doing, Nouna?” Alexi asked.

      “You two obviously require more protection,” Yiayia said. “Especially if the dead are walking again. So, we will fashion you some wards.”

      “Against the vrykolakas?” I asked.

      “And your own foolishness, I hope,” Yiayia said with a snort.

      “Amidra said there are wards around the house,” I said, forgetting for a moment that I hadn’t told Yiayia about my new friend. And, of course, Yiayia didn’t let the comment pass.

      “Amidra?” she asked sharply. “The cave dweller?”

      “We met her last night,” I admitted. “She helped us escape the vrykolakas.”

      “I see,” Yiayia said, her face unreadable.

      “Do you know her?” I asked. “Is she…like Kalothia?”

      “No,” Yiayia said. “No, she’s not. But if you see her again…just be careful. She was a friend to Thalia, but the xotika don’t view friendship the way we do. You can never trust them completely.”

      I frowned. Yiayia seemed to have a bit of a blind spot where the xotika were concerned. What would she say about Kori, if she knew? The same as Alexi, probably—too dangerous, too powerful, blah, blah, blah. All the more reason to keep quiet about our little trip to the cliffs.

      “So, the wards,” I prompted, eager to shift the conversation away from Amidra and any other xotika I might have encountered. “Is it like a wall? Like a bubble, or something?”

      “Some wards are, yes. The wards around the house function much like a wall, repelling the xotika and any who would enter with malicious intent. But warding a person is much chancier and more difficult than warding an unmoving boundary. Forming a barrier that is flexible and dynamic enough to move with you isn’t impossible, but it is unsustainable. It takes too much energy, too much attention. The better choice is to use several smaller charms in conjunction. Charms for awareness, for luck, for health, for aversion—”

      “Aversion?”

      “Iron.” Yiayia fished a lump of metal from her apron pocket. “It repels the neraida and other xotika. It won’t stop a truly determined foe, but it will turn away most lesser beings or those out for casual mischief.”

      “Missschief.” The Ikouros’ tongue flicked out to tickle my ear. “Ffffilakto.”

      I looked at him in surprise, then at Yiayia. “A filakto? I thought those were religious amulets…for babies.”

      “All the better for you, then,” Yiayia said tartly. “But adults carry them, too. They’re just a bit more discreet about it. Usually, they contain bits of holy relics—dirt from the grave of a saint, flowers from the Epitafio, that sort of thing. Yours are going to be a little bit different.”

      She handed us each a square of cloth as well as a needle and thread. Under her direction, I clumsily sewed the cloth into a small triangular packet and attached three beads of iron. Next, she handed me a blue bead painted to look like an eye—a matochandro, a charm against the evil eye.

      “Are we really worried about the mati?” Alexi asked with a frown.

      Yiayia pinched him. “Don’t discount the damage a truly malicious eye can cause. Now, sew it into the center of the triangle and rub it three times with this. The iron, too.”

      She handed me a clove of garlic. While I rubbed it over the beads, she unfolded a bolt of cloth to reveal a collection of dried flowers and roots. She handed me a sprig of papery, yellow blossoms.

      “Hekateis,” she said. “Also known as aconite or wolfsbane.”

      “And the roots?” I asked.

      “Mandrake.” She tipped some into my palm. “Both are sacred to the Apotropaia…and both are deadly.”

      I tucked it all inside the pouch with exaggerated care and began sewing the last edge of the pouch. “Who is the Apotropaia?”

      “Like us, she has gone by many names,” Yiayia said. “Protectress, Savior, Three-Formed, Mother of Angels. We see her in the earth and in the sky, where the ever-changing moon gives us a glimpse into her nature. She embodies—or perhaps is embodied by—the Psichi Kosmou, the World Soul, that connects all living things. She watches over all those whose hearts and hands are in the earth. By our arts we can give life or death. It is a fearsome power, to be sure. And, so, like us, she has in some quarters been much maligned. Some call her a keeper of demons, or a demon herself. She is nothing of the sort, of course. But she is ambiguous, many-formed. She lives on the fringes, between and beyond the very boundaries she protects. She cannot be defined or fully understood…and people too often fear what they cannot understand.”

      I shot a look at Alexi. He had spent so long pushing his Gift away because he was afraid of it—pushing any magic away. He’d made great progress on that score, but I felt his reluctance, his tension, every time we linked. Was it just a lack of understanding, like Yiayia said? Or was it something more? He avoided my eye, his needle dipping steadily in and out of the fabric.

      “She does not interfere,” Yiayia said. “She accepts no prayers. But she has Touched us, and we have many of her gifts ready at hand, if we know how to use them…and if we don’t squander them with drunken idiocy.” Her eyes bored into each of us, her face deadly serious. “Never let me catch you befouling the Moon’s Touch with such poison again.”
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      Alexi and I did our penance at the ash tree, pouring everything we could into its roots despite the continued lack of results. Whether Yiayia truly hoped our efforts would eventually bear fruit or if she was just using the exercise as a way to strengthen my command of the Touch, I didn’t know—and didn’t dare ask. But as the Christmas holidays approached and there was still no sign of improvement, even she had to acknowledge at least a temporary defeat.

      “We won’t get anywhere now, not with the ground starting to freeze,” she said with a heavy sigh, and our training moved largely indoors. “We’ll try again in the spring.”

      Instead of working on the tree, I threw myself into my other lessons, both magical and mundane. I woke before dawn to practice summoning and healing with Argo and Paris, and soon I noticed a change in my Touch. My magic came more easily as I grew more comfortable with it, and I found I could do more and more without getting tired.

      After school, I attended the frontisterio with Litsa. Struggling so badly in school was a new and unbelievably unpleasant experience for me, but I resolved to ignore my damaged pride and just do the work. The results would come…eventually.

      I spent the twilight hours with Amidra, exploring the cave systems and learning to navigate the shadow roads. Soon I could travel all the way up the mountain or down to Kalochori in just a few steps, flitting between the shadows of caves miles away from each other. I introduced Amidra to Kori, much to the drakaina’s delight.

      “I was right, wasn’t I?” I asked, watching Kori twine around Amidra like a cat. “She’s just a child.”

      “Yes,” Amidra said. “She is very young. The mountain called her into being to guard its treasure.”

      “Guard,” Kori agreed, returning to her tree. “Mine.”

      “You’ve done very well, little one,” Amidra said with a smile. “You are a worthy guardian of the fruit.”

      “It doesn’t seem right that she has to look after the tree when there’s no one to look after her,” I said with a frown. “Every child needs a mother.”

      “The mountain is her mother,” Amidra said. “But I will watch over her, if you wish it.”

      “Oh, would you?” I clasped her frail hand. “I think she’s lonely, and I can’t be here as often as I’d like.”

      “You have a great deal to learn,” Amidra agreed. “Have no fear, Chrysanthe. I will care for Kori.”

      I did have a lot to learn, as Amidra had said. Yiayia spent every spare moment teaching me what she knew. We wove amulets and erected wards and received visitors looking for folk remedies. Some wanted insight into their dreams, and some simply wanted to talk, or so it seemed to me. But they all left with a lighter step than when they had arrived, and Yiayia would take the opportunity to remind me of a magissa’s duty to the community she served. I took the words to heart and didn’t complain when we lingered after church or visited various houses in town for a bit of conversation and coffee. I even volunteered to deliever her honey and other goods.

      “You know, you could take the bus,” Yiayia suggested as I carried a crate of preserved fruits into the yard.

      “Argo and Paris can’t go on the bus.” I grunted. “Besides, it’s good exercise.”

      “It certainly is.”

      Yiayia eyed the crate. It wasn’t that heavy now, but it would get heavier with each kilometer. I couldn’t bear to leave the dogs behind, not when I’d been without them for eight barely tolerable hours already. My schoolwork was improving agonizingly slowly, and I was more than ready to leave school behind for the holidays. The rumor mill hadn’t slowed down, despite Litsa’s predictions. The townspeople talked about me with just as much glee as they had in September, no matter how many church events I attended or how many jars of marmalade I brought to town for Theia Anna to sell. They stared at my scars when I took off my coat, and they pointed and shook their heads when I ran through town in the rain or snow. They watched me out of the corners of their eyes when I sat down to coffee, as if I might burst into flame at any moment.

      I didn’t understand it. Was it just that nothing more exciting had come along to take my place as a subject for gossip? Or was there just something about me that people didn’t like? I’d felt like an outsider my whole life, and maybe it was because I was a magissa. But that couldn’t be the whole story—people seemed to like Yiayia well enough, after all.

      Whatever the town’s beef with me was, my name day escapade hadn’t helped anything. While Yiayia had forgiven me, the town gossips had been all too pleased to add “drunk teen” to my list of faults. I’d never been drunk in my life before that night, but it seemed once was one time too many.

      But I had to keep trying. So off I went, with Argo and Paris frisking around me. If only I had a cart or something to hitch them to, they could have made themselves useful. But I, alas, had nothing but my own muscles to work with.

      By the time I reached Theia Anna’s shop, I was panting and sweaty despite the wet chill in the air. The back door to the attached storage shed was unlocked, so I shouldered it open and set down my crate with a sigh of relief. My arms were like noodles. But at least I could get some cookies for my trouble—there were a few euros in my back pocket that Yiayia must have tucked inside before I left.

      “Stay,” I told the dogs. “And don’t eat anything.”

      I moved toward the door to the shop but then hesitated with my hand on the knob. There were voices on the other side of the door, and one of them had mentioned my name. I tilted my head, straining to hear, but it was no use. I cast a speculative glance at the dogs and then beckoned them to me. Paris shoved his nose under my hand and twisted until my palm was resting on his head. The voice beyond the door was clear now, as if I stood beside the speaker—Elena.

      “—so nice of Alexi to spend time with her,” Elena was saying. “I think it shows a lot of compassion. But I worry she might be a bad influence on him.”

      “I think that’s a bit harsh.” That was Theia Anna, sounding like her usual warm, open self. “But I do worry about her. Doesn’t she have any other friends? Couldn’t you girls try to—”

      “Oh, we have,” Elena said earnestly. “I’ve tried and tried to reach out to her, but… she doesn’t seem to like me very much. And I don’t want to upset her, if you know what I mean.”

      Heat prickled at my neck. She’d tried and tried to ‘reach out’, had she? She had a funny way of doing it, spreading rumors behind my back and letting her friends insult me to my face. Now here she was, feeding her lies to my own flesh and blood.

      Theia Anna sighed. “I understand, dear. I didn’t realize—I mean—well. I appreciate you trying.”

      “I just wish I could do more,” Elena said. “If only she’d let me help her with her schoolwork…”

      “Her schoolwork!” Theia Anna cried in surprise. “Is she struggling? She never said a word! Her father was so bright—”

      “That’s no guarantee, though, is it?” That was Toula—of course. No doubt Vaso was there beside her with a barely concealed smirk. “Or maybe—you know, some people just aren’t the same after trauma. Hopefully, low marks are the worst of it.”

      “I thought she might hit me the first time we met her,” Vaso said. “Remember, when she got mad about that crow?”

      Elena broke in, ever the voice of reason. “It was a misunderstanding, that’s all. But now with the drinking…”

      “Oh, dear,” Theia Anna murmured. “The poor child…”

      The voices faded as my hand slipped off Paris’ head. The heat of anger slipped away, replaced by a dull sort of hopelessness. Anger couldn’t help me, not with this, but I longed for it all the same. My anger, my pride, had kept me going when I was afraid that I wasn’t strong enough or smart enough. It had kept me on my feet and fighting…it had kept me warm.  But I felt cold now—not numb, not yet—just cold. A wave of clammy sickness rolled over my shoulders and into my lungs, freezing my breath. What had I ever done to these girls? Was it jealousy over Alexi, or was it all just a game to them?

      Two warm tongues rasped against my cheeks, licking away the tears that I hadn’t realized were falling. I didn’t remember sitting down, either, but I was slumped against the wall beside a crate of lemons. Theia Anna found me a few minutes later and jumped with a small shriek of surprise at the sight of Argo and Paris.

      “Chrysa! Child, what are you doing back here? And why are those animals inside?”

      “Yiayia sent me,” I said dully.

      “Oh, with the persimmons,” Theia Anna said. “Of course. But why are you sitting here in the cold?”

      I looked at my lap, my fingers tightening on Argo’s ruff. “I was going to come in, but you seemed busy.”

      “Silly, I’m always busy. Get up off the floor. You’ll catch your death.”

      I rose and dusted myself off in silence despite Theia Anna’s expectant gaze. She stopped me as I made to leave, a small line of hurt and confusion creasing her brow.

      “You’ve been sitting here for who knows how long, and now you’re in a hurry to go?”

      I shrugged and twisted my wrist out of her hand. “I have a lot of schoolwork to do.”

      “You’re on holiday,” Theia Anna said. “Surely it can wait.”

      “It’s very difficult for me,” I said softly. “As I’m sure you’ve heard. I spend a lot of time trying to get it right.”

      “Why don’t I help you, then? We could—”

      “No, thank you.” I brushed past her, then paused in the doorway. “Those girls are liars.”

      Theia Anna raised her palms to her cheeks. “Oh, koukla, you heard that?”

      “Yes, I did. Did you believe them?”

      “No.” Theia Anna shook her head, but I could see the falsehood in her eyes, shifting and fading in and out like a shadow.

      “You’re a liar, too.”

      I left without another word, Argo and Paris padding silently beside me. The sun was low in the sky, casting a pale, insubstantial glow across the cobblestones. Shadows reached for me like clawed hands, beckoning me into the encroaching darkness. I would answer gladly enough once I was out of the village. The shadows and caves offered an escape, and right now I wanted nothing more than to get far away from here.
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      There were small caves and overhangs all along the river, and it wasn’t hard to find one to suit my purposes. Keeping a firm grip on Argo and Paris, I closed my eyes and let myself melt into the shadows until I passed through into the deep chill of the cave I thought of as my home base.

      “Out,” Argo said, nudging me toward the twisting tunnel that would lead us to the cave’s entrance.

      “In a minute,” I said.

      I flipped on my flashlight and twitched the beam idly back and forth along the floor. I wasn’t ready to go yet. Yiayia would see that I was upset, and she wouldn’t just let me stew. She’d ask questions. I might resist answering, but I’d eventually end up telling her what I’d heard. And then she’d be upset, and I’d be upset, and neither of us would be able to do anything about it. She couldn’t force people to like me or be fair. No one could, not even a magissa.

      “Out.” Paris took my elbow in his mouth and whined. “Out.”

      Hair rose on the back of my neck as Argo growled, his eyes locked on something in the shadows behind me. Whispery giggles bounced off the walls of the cave. The sound grew with each echo and deepened into a rumbling, sinister chuckle that rattled the pebbles beneath my feet.

      “Skata,” I whispered. “Shit, shit, shit! Okay, boys, you win. Let’s go.”

      “Pou pas, xadelfi?” A patch of darkness just beyond the range of my flashlight condensed and solidified into something tall and thin, with long limbs and sharp joints. “Don’t go yet, cousin. Stay awhile and talk with us.”

      I backed away only to feel Argo’s stiff shoulders against my legs. I whipped around, searching for the source of a high-pitched cackle, too shrill to have come from the figure before me. My hand shook, making the beam of my flashlight shiver and jump. But my voice, when I spoke, remained steady.

      “Who are you?”

      The air stirred, carrying with it a wave of the most horrendous odor I’d ever encountered—a thick, pungent mix of feces, sweat, and garlic that seemed to coat my nasal passages. I gagged, clapping a hand over my mouth and nose. The stink was so strong it made my eyes water.

      “We live beneath,” a voice squeaked. Smaller shapes flitted in and out of the light, flickering like shadows from a torch.

      “With the stones.”

      “With the damp.”

      “With the dark.”

      “On the darkest night, we rise.”

      A chill washed over me. “The kallikantzaroi.”

      When I was little, Theio Giorgo would visit at Christmas and we would put a colander out at night to keep the kallikantzaroi out of trouble, just in case they made it across the Atlantic. According to legend, they spent the whole year trying to chop down the world tree at the center of the earth, only coming out around Christmas to play tricks and jokes. You could protect yourself by putting out a colander at night. They couldn’t count past three, so they’d spend all night trying to count the holes. To hear Theio Giorgo tell it, the kallikantzaroi were cute—mischievous, but harmless.

      These were not the adorable little goblins of my uncle’s stories. The tallest of the figures shifted forward, reaching for me with blackened hands ending in long, dirty nails.

      “I am Arpax,” it said in its rasping, gravelly voice. “I feel your pain, cousin. Tell us who hurt you.”

      Argo snapped at a kallikantzaros that skipped too close to me. It giggled and cartwheeled back into the darkness.

      “Tell us,” it squealed.

      The other kallikantzaroi took up the call, chanting in voices squeaky and thunderous by turns.

      “Tell us! Tell us!”

      “We can help you.”

      My hand steadied on the flashlight. “Help me? How?”

      “Show us,” Arpax said. “Show us their faces.”

      Before I could stop it, Elena’s face flashed to the front of my mind. Toula and Vaso’s followed. Then they were gone, as if plucked right out of my head.

      Arpax let out a long hiss of laughter. “I see. Yes, I see. Never fear, cousin. They have caused you much pain, but it shall be returned to them threefold.”

      “I—ah—I don’t think that’s necessary,” I said. “I’m fine, really.”

      “Are you?”

      A whirlwind of images and snippets of sound blew through my head, forcing me to relive every belittling comment, every scornful look until my insides shriveled into a dry, wrinkled nugget of resentment. I bit my lip. They were liars. They were cruel and petty, and why should they get away with it while my flaws—real and imagined—were passed around the town like rotten fruit to throw at my back?

      “You won’t actually hurt them, will you?”

      “Certainly not.”

      Argo growled again, and this time Paris joined him, pressing close against my side. Though they didn’t speak, I could feel their unease, their mistrust. I ignored them.

      “Do as you will,” I said, and turned away.
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      “You stink.” Yiayia stopped me in the doorway and shooed me back onto the porch, inspecting me with narrow eyes. “And not like dog, either. Where have you been?”

      “I took a shortcut through the caves,” I said.

      “You met with the kallikantzaroi.”

      I nodded, knowing it was useless to lie. Yiayia’s eyes narrowed further.

      “What did they want?”

      “Nothing from me,” I said carefully.

      A spark of electricity stung me as Yiayia pushed me down onto a stool. “Tell me.”

      I sighed and told her everything in as matter of fact a tone as I could manage, as if it made no difference to me that everyone thought I was drunk and deranged, or that ‘everyone’ now included my aunt, or that there were people who disliked me enough to start such a rumor in the first place. When I relayed my conversation with the kallikantzaroi, my stomach sank at the look on Yiayia’s face. Waves of hot and cold washed over me as I saw my actions through her eyes—rash, childish, and just as cruel as anything that Elena might have done.

      When I was done, Yiayia said nothing. She only closed her eyes. The lines in her face seemed suddenly deeper, as if the flesh were sagging under the weight of her disappointment in me.

      “Go,” she said finally. “Go now and stop this.”

      I got up without a word and ran from the porch with Argo and Paris on my heels. It took longer than I wanted to reach the cave entrance. Dark had fallen while I made my confession, and I’d forgotten the flashlight in my hurry to leave. I shivered at the thought of entering the black maw of the cave with nothing to light my way, but there was no way I was going back to the house without fixing this mess first.

      Paris licked my hand. “See.”

      “Touch,” Argo said.

      I blinked, then smiled and ruffled their fur. “When did you guys get so smart?”

      I took a deep breath and slid into myself to access the Touch, using it to guide my steps. Though the sensation wasn’t physical, it was closest to feeling my way through a dark room with my hands—if I had a hundred hands and tens of hundreds of fingers. I felt my way forward, moving carefully over the uneven ground. Argo and Paris pressed close against me, trusting my senses as well as their own to navigate through the cave.

      “Hello,” I called. “Um, cousins? Are you there?”

      They were not. My heart raced. Was I too late? What were they going to do? I was all too aware, now, of the vast array of possibilities that did not—technically—constitute physical harm. I pressed on as quickly as I could manage, scrambling over and around the stones until I emerged onto the banks of the river Mati, the moon staring down at me in judgment. I turned my eyes to the road and ran.

      I paused at Kalochori’s gates, realizing that I had no idea where any of the girls lived. I turned to Argo and Paris.

      “Can you find them?” I looked into Argo’s eyes and called up in my mind the sight, sound, and smell of the kallikantzaroi as clearly as I could. “Seek!”

      Argo growled and took off, almost too fast for me to keep pace. We blew through the town, dodging pedestrians and cars alike. Shouts of anger and alarm followed us. I winced at the thought of adding more fodder to the rumor mill, but the memory of Yiayia’s stony face spurred me on.

      The dogs finally skidded to a stop in the shadow of a krana tree that stood at the edge of a large yard. The ground was littered with the shriveled remnants of its fruit, little oblong things like sour cherries. I was intimately familiar with them, having harvested and preserved untold quantities during the fall months. Yiayia used the roots and bark and twigs, too, for medicinal purposes. Argo growled, drawing my attention to an unaccountably dense patch of shadow that seemed to throb and shiver and grow before my eyes.

      “Come out,” I said, clenching my fists. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Do you, indeed, cousin?”

      The darkness solidified around a pair of glowing red eyes until Arpax’s lanky silhouette separated from the deep blues and greens of the krana’s shadow. Though I still couldn’t make out details, more of his form was visible now. His legs were hairy and bowed, ending in cloven hooves like a goat’s or a deer’s. The tips of his horns disappeared among the krana’s branches.

      “I made a mistake,” I said.

      “A mistake?” Arpax drew back in exaggerated surprise. “You…don’t want our help?”

      “No.” As an afterthought, I added, “Thank you.”

      “I see.”

      I took a step back, pulling Argo and Paris with me. “So…we’re done here, right?”

      “Not quite. We brought a gift, and someone must receive it.”

      Arpax’s glowing eyes pulsed once, twice, three times. The shadows cast by the krana splintered into a thousand tiny shards and surged forward. Argo and Paris leaped and snapped at the hoard of miniscule kallikantzaroi that swirled around me, clawing and pulling at my clothes and hair. Sharp nails pricked my face, my ears, my neck. Little clouds of foul-smelling dirt and hair flew into my nose and mouth, making me gag. I whipped my head back and forth and backed away blindly, trying to escape the swarm. I tripped. Pain exploded in my tailbone as I hit the ground so hard I nearly bounced.

      “Stop,” I gasped, dizzy with pain. I tried again. “STOP.”

      The assault abated as quickly as it had begun. As Kori had, the kallikantzaroi fell back at my command. I rolled over and pushed myself onto my hands and knees and whimpered at the pain radiating through my hips and lower back. Argo and Paris washed my face frantically, their tongues rough on my cheeks. My chest heaved. My head hung between my shoulders. Grime coated my skin, my hair, my eyelids, even my tongue. I spat and lifted my head to glare at Arpax and his mob of chittering attendants.

      “Go,” I said. “Get away from here and leave these people alone.”

      “As you wish, Maiden.” Arpax swept me a sardonic bow and banished the other kallikantzaroi with a wave of his clawed hand. “Allow me to leave you with a piece of advice: Be wary when looking into dark corners and shadowed places, even in your own heart. The shadow may be looking back. Perhaps it has found you already.”

      His outline blurred and faded, melding with the other patches of black until only the krana’s shadow remained. Snow began to fall, drifting silently from the heavy darkness above. I shivered, then groaned as a stab of pain shot up my back. Paris whined and nosed at my hair, whuffling anxiously.

      “Bad,” he said.

      Argo sat and looked at me with his head cocked to the side.

      “Bad,” he agreed.

      “Yeah, no kidding.” I tried to get to my feet and gasped as another shooting pain flared. Maybe a little rest was warranted. I ran a hand over Paris’s neck.“Paris, sit. It’s alright. He was quite a charmer, huh? ‘The shadow may be looking back.’ What the hell does that mean?”

      “Bad thoughts,” Argo whuffled.

      I snorted. It was a bit rich that a prankster impt thought to chastise me for my vindictiveness when he himself had provoked the feelings in the first place.

      “Bad smell,” Paris added. “Bad fur.”

      What the hell…bad fur? I frowned and locked eyes with Paris until I found myself looking back at my own face. I lost the connection almost immediately and lunged backward, clutching at my hair. My fingers scraped against my temples, the crown of my head, the nape of my neck. The kallikantzaroi had tied it all in a snarl of matted knots.

      I lowered my shaking hands and rubbed away tears of pain and humiliation. I was covered in filth, I was pretty sure I’d fractured my tailbone—and, to top it all off, I looked like Medusa. My breath hitched as I pushed myself carefully to my feet and took a few hobbling steps, only to freeze as light flooded the yard. Behind me, a door slammed.

      “What’s going on out here?”

      Oh, God, kill me now. I closed my eyes, surrendering to the inevitable, and turned.

      “Hi, Elena.”
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      Elena closed the sliding door behind her and stepped out onto the veranda. “Chrysa? What in God’s name are you doing out here?”

      “I was—” The pain in my back was making it hard to think. “I—”

      “What’s going on? Elena?”

      If I wanted to disappear a moment ago, it was nothing compared to the soul-shriveling mortification that burned through me as the door slid open again and Alexi appeared. What was he even doing here?

      “Chrysa! What happened?” He shuffled Elena to the side and rushed forward. “Are you alright?”

      His gaze traveled over the dirt and blood streaking my knees, palms, and face. I saw the exact moment he noticed my hair. His eyes widened. He reached out, as if to touch my face, then hastily dropped his hand at my glare. That same hand covered his mouth, but not before I saw his lips twitch. Argo growled.

      “Chrysa, why are you in my yard?” Elena demanded, her arms crossed. “And why do you look like you crawled out of a dumpster?”

      I took a deep breath against the waves of pain and humiliation. “I had an accident.”

      “And called me,” Alexi cut in. “I told her to meet me here.”

      Elena’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve been here for over an hour. I didn’t see you take any calls.”

      “Come on, I’ll drive you home.” Alexi gripped my elbow and hustled me away, apologizing to Elena over his shoulder.

      “Alexi—”

      Elena moved as if to follow, but Paris was suddenly in her way, all tail and tongue and paws. She squealed and jerked her suddenly drool-covered hand upward, only to splatter her face with saliva. With a tiny growl, she stamped her foot and then flounced back into the house. Paris trotted after us with his tail high and waving like a flag.

      “Good boy,” I murmured, and winced as a spike of pain shot up my spine.

      “Sorry,” Alexi said. “I had to park in the square.”

      I groaned. “Can you pick me up here?”

      Alexi looked at me in surprise, then frowned. “Are you hurting too much to walk?”

      “It’s not that,” I said. “Theia Anna—”

      “Is busy with the children, I’m sure. But just in case—” He shrugged out of his hooded jacket and handed it to me. “That should cover everything.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered. “And thanks for—you know. I’m sorry I ruined your date.”

      Alexi laughed, the sound startling in its sweetness. For a moment, I was transfixed by the snowflakes clinging to his eyelashes. He smiled down at me.

      “I wasn’t on a date.”

      “Really?” A surge of unexpected pleasure beat back everything else for a moment. “Then why—”

      “I had a bad feeling,” he explained.

      “From the Singers?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. But Elena and I are friends. We always have been.”

      “So, you came to protect her.” I made a face, hoping he couldn’t see.

      “I didn’t know I’d be protecting her from you.” He finally gave up holding in his grin. “What happened to you?”

      “I was viciously attacked, obviously,” I said sourly. “And you’re cruel and heartless to laugh at me about it.”

      “No one who can glare like that can be really damaged,” he said. “Now, come on. Tell me.”

      My throat tightened. “I don’t want to.”

      “Why?” Alexi stopped and turned me to face him. “I’m sorry. Are you really hurt?”

      “Well, yes, but that’s not why.” I swallowed. “I’m just ashamed. I did something bad.”

      “Well, tell me so I can tell you it wasn’t that bad.”

      I gave him a skeptical look. “I think you of all people will agree that it was pretty bad.”

      “Try me.”

      Reluctantly, I did. He listened in silence, his smile fading into the expression of worry and disapproval that had become so familiar. But when I was done, his face eased.

      “You didn’t do it, though,” he said. “You stopped the kallikantzaroi.”

      “Barely,” I said. “And now I look like I crawled out of a dumpster, as Elena was kind enough to point out.”

      “So, you had a moment of weakness,” he said. “Maybe you made a mistake, but it looks like you’ve paid for it.”

      “Let’s hope my grandmother agrees,” I said, my throat tightening again. “It seems like all I do is make mistakes. The way she looked at me…”

      “I made some of those mistakes right alongside you,” he reminded me. “And she forgave us.”

      “Yeah, for the one she knows about,” I grumbled. “We’ll see how forgiving she is when she finds out about Kori.”

      We had reached his truck. He opened the door and helped me into the passenger seat. I twisted around to make sure Argo and Paris were settled in the bed of the truck, then tipped my head back with a sigh. Alexi reached over and squeezed my hand.

      “You did a good thing tonight,” Alexi said firmly. “I’m proud of you, and your grandmother will be too. You’ll see.”

      

      ﻿
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      ﻿Alexi walked me to the door but left without coming in. Part of me wished he would stay, if only to save me from being alone with my grandmother, but I didn’t ask him.

      Yiayia didn't speak to me when I went inside, or when she motioned for me to lie facedown on the kitchen table, or when she massaged some sort of salve—comfrey, maybe—into my lower back and hips with enough force to make me grit my teeth.

      Slowly, the warmth from her fingers penetrated past the bruised tendons and ligaments and into the bone. I sighed and melted into the wood beneath me as the tension left my body along with the pain. Though she still had things to say to me, I was sure, she forgave me. That was all that mattered.

      Yiayia patted my back once and stepped back, giving me room to get up. I rolled off the table and accepted the robe she offered me before dragging a chair over and dropping into it.

      “Yiayia?” I asked wearily—and warily—fingering the snarled mess of my hair. “Can you fix it?”

      Yiayia’s stern facade cracked, just a little. Through the seams in her face, I saw a flash of pity. “That depends on what you mean by ‘fix it.’”

      “I mean fix it,” I said, panic flaring. “Untangle it, undo it, whatever.”

      Yiayia sighed and shook her head. “I’m not sure I can, koukla. We could try vinegar, or an oil treatment, but—”

      “But you have magic,” I burst out. “You’re telling me you can’t undo a few knots?”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying,” Yiayia said. “The Moon’s Touch allows us to connect to the earth magic—the cosmetic applications of which are, shall we say, rather limited.”

      I choked on a breath and covered my eyes with my hands, as if to forcibly contain the tears. I had held myself together through my confession to Alexi, through the ride home, through the healing, through everything, hanging on to the knowledge that Yiayia would make everything better, that my suffering, though unpleasant, would end. As Alexi had said, I’d made a mistake and I’d paid for it. Except it looked like I had to keep paying. My remorse, which had felt so sincere just a moment before, was beginning to slip away.

      Resentment trickled in around the edges. I had stopped the Kalikantzaroi. I had rectified my mistake. Why should I continue to be punished for doing the right thing when Elena and Toula and Vaso had never suffered any consequences for their wrongs against me? It wasn’t fair.

      Yiayia tucked my hand between hers. “You’re feeling terrible now, I know. But you did the right thing.”

      I shook my head miserably. “I’m beginning to wonder. You don’t understand—you don’t know what they’re like. Maybe they deserved it.”

      “I have a good idea,” Yiayia said. “I’m not deaf or blind, and I was young once. But, koukla, you don’t get to decide who ‘deserves’ anything. That is not a magissa’s place. You are to protect, never to judge.”

      “And I can’t protect myself?” I demanded. “I’m supposed to give and give and never take anything back?”

      “What you did—what you almost did—was not about protecting yourself,” Yiayia said. “It was about vengeance. I’m not saying you have no right to feel angry or hurt or disappointed. But you cannot—you simply cannot—allow those feelings to grow into something darker. You are a magissa, and you must be strong enough to hold compassion in your heart, even for those who have wronged you. Especially for those who have wronged you.”

      My lips twisted. “That sounds…difficult.”

      “It is difficult,” Yiayia said. “It’s one of the hardest things you’ll ever learn. But you must, little bird. If you let resentment and bitterness into your heart, you will lose the virtue of your gift. Your magic will grow dirty, corrupted, capable only of inflicting pain and misery on those who feel your Touch.”

      Arpax’s words came back to me. Perhaps it has found you already.

      “Am I corrupted?” My gut twisted as I remembered my uncharitable thoughts about Elena. “What if it’s too late for me? The kallikantzaroi made me remember, and I felt…awful things.”

      “No, my heart,” Yiayia said, a slight smile playing around the corner of her lips. “You’re not corrupt. Just young.”

      I sighed and let my head fall onto our joined hands. I rested there for a moment, sniffling, until Yiayia dropped a kiss onto my matted hair.

      “Come on, then. Let’s see what we can do about this bird’s nest.”
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      “Oh. My. God.” Litsa stared at me, her hands clapped over her mouth. “What did you do to yourself?”

      I sniffled and hugged Paris closer to me under the covers. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Okay.”

      Litsa goggled at me for several long minutes, so distracted that she didn’t mind Argo’s suspicious sniffing. She patted him absentmindedly as she took in my shame. I knew all too well what she was seeing: eyes reddened and swollen, with dark circles underneath…and, above, a head shaved nearly to the scalp with only a shadow of stubble where there used to be a waterfall of dark hair. It was my best feature, the only thing on my body I knew was indisputably beautiful, and now it was gone. I squeezed my eyes shut as if that would help me escape the knowledge.

      “How did you know?” I asked miserably, finally looking at her.

      “About what? This?” She waved her hand at my bald head. “I didn’t. But I heard about what happened the other night, and you didn’t return any of my texts—not even on Christmas. I was worried.”

      I scowled. “What is Elena saying, exactly?”

      Litsa bit her lip. “Are you sure you want to know? It’s pretty bad.”

      “Do it quickly,” I sighed. “Like ripping off a bandage.”

      Litsa obliged, her face burning with sympathetic embarrassment. I listened in silence. All in all, it wasn’t as bad as I expected. Honestly, it was pretty close to the truth. The truth didn’t need much embellishment. It was easy to cast me as a stalker at worst or a manipulative, selfish rival for Alexi’s affections at best.

      “Elena’s playing it as if you made up the accident, that you were trying to get Alexi with pity,” Litsa said. She gave me a bleak smile. “Well, at least it’ll be pretty clear you weren’t making anything up once people see you.”

      I pulled a pillow over my head. “No one’s going to see me. I’m never getting out of bed again.”

      “Yes, you are.” Yiayia stood in the doorway with two mugs of tea in her hands. “Anna just called. You’re going to take your cousins caroling tomorrow.”

      “Yiayia,” I groaned. “Why didn’t you tell her no?”

      “Because I think it’s a good idea,” she replied, handing a mug to Litsa. “You can’t hide forever, koukla.”

      “Come on,” Litsa urged. “It’s New Year’s Eve. Get out of bed and drink tea with us. You can help me apply to acting programs.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like a blast,” I grumbled.

      “Don’t be selfish,” Litsa chided. “I have problems, too, you know.”

      I squinted at her. “Are you being serious? Because I just lost all my hair, and the entire town thinks I’m a nutcase.”

      “Serious about you being selifish? No,” Litsa said. “But, yes, I am serious about my applications. It’ll help distract you. And one of the programs is in America. We can plan all the awesome road trips we’re going to have next year. How close is New Orleans to New York?”

      “Um—”

      “I think it’s an excellent idea,” Yiayia said. She poked Argo with her cane. “Make yourself useful, dog.”

      Argo obligingly jumped onto the bed and stuck his cold nose into the hollow of my neck. I squealed and cringed away, snuggling closer to Paris. But he, too, betrayed me. He wriggled to his feet and covered my face with sloppy kisses, his tail whipping back and forth. Argo tugged at the covers clutched in my hands, growling. Litsa laughed delightedly and cheered them on.

      “Good boys,” Yiayia said with a satisfied smile. “I’ll go make some more tea.”

      She gave my bare head a gentle pat and slipped out of the room.

      “Traitors,” I muttered, and got out of bed.

      “It’ll be alright,” Litsa said once she’d stopped laughing. She slung an arm over my shoulders. “New year, new you.”

      “The new me looks like a convict,” I said, my voice trembling.

      “Maybe. But you know what?” Litsa cocked her head, a smile spreading across her face. “You look…gamati.”

      My mouth quirked. Badass? I’d take that.

      ﻿

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning, I presented myself at Theia Anna’s as promised. Lista came along for moral support, glaring at anyone who looked too long in our direction. I kept my eyes down and knocked on my aunt’s door.

      Theia Anna answered with a too-hearty cry of welcome. She didn’t say a word about my hair, though she must have heard by now what was hiding under my hat. Her careful silence hurt worse than any comment she might have made. I took the hat off, hoping to provoke some kind of reaction. Teli, as always, didn’t disappoint.

      “You look like a boy.”

      “Teli!” Theia Anna swatted the back of his head, and Litsa winced.

      Teli scowled and hunched his shoulders. “Well, she does. Her hair is shorter than mine!”

      “Your hair was pretty,” Evangelia said, her eyes flicking worriedly between me and her mother. “Why did you cut it?”

      I blinked hard against the pressure building behind my eyes and looked down. “I couldn’t get the knots out, so I had to cut it.”

      “Was it the kallikantzaroi?” Teli asked, very seriously. “Papou says they come out at Christmas and break things and do mean stuff to people.”

      My laugh sounded slightly hysterical, even to me.

      “Your papou is a wise man.”

      “Can I feel your head?” Teli asked.

      Theia Anna sighed. “Oh, Teli.”

      I knelt and let Teli run his hands over my head.

      “How does it feel?” I asked, forcing a smile.

      Teli considered. “Nice. Soft. I guess it’s not so bad.”

      Theia Anna pursed her lips.

      “Why don’t you show Litsa your drum and triangle,” she said to the children, who pulled Litsa upstairs. To me, she said, “Chryssoula, I wish you would talk to me about what happened before Christmas. I know Elena has been difficult. I’m sorry for that, and I’m sorry for my part in it.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Forgotten and forgiven.”

      She looked like she wanted to say more, but the children were already clattering back down the stairs with Litsa on their heels. In an instant, her worried face transformed into a bright smile.

      “All ready?”

      “Yes.” Evangelia waved her triangle and tugged at my jacket. “Let’s go!”

      Avoiding Theia Anna’s eye, I allowed Evangelia and Teli to pull me out into the early morning chill. Teli’s little hand was warm in mine, even through his glove. The way my relatives bundled up for fifty-degree weather usually cracked me up, but right now I wasn’t in the mood to find anything funny.

      “Is it over yet?” I muttered to Litsa.

      “Just relax,” she muttered back. “You’re doing great.”

      “What are you talking about?” Evangelia looked at me quizzically, bright eyed as a robin.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Let’s practice your kalanda. We want to give the neighbors our best, don’t we?”

      “Yes!”

      Evangelia and Teli launched into their repertoire of carols, which they would sing door to door in exchange for coins and treats. We had to get out there early, or so I’d been informed, otherwise people might run out of candy and stop opening their doors. I was happy to accompany my cousins—happy to have been asked. At least, that’s what I was telling myself.

      I pulled a woolen cap over my head, both to hide my cropped hair and to ward off the chill. I’d never noticed before how much heat my hair had trapped. The cold air against my ears and neck was a constant and unpleasant reminder of what I’d lost.

      The appraising looks from the neighbors didn’t help, either. I could see the speculative, gossipy wheels turning in their heads as they eyed my cap instead of paying attention to Evangelia and Teli. At the last house, Teli noticed his audience’s distraction and faltered in his rendition of “Good Morning, Gentlemen.”

      “Chrysa, why do they all stare at you?” he asked—once the door was closed, thank goodness. “Is it because you look like a boy now?”

      “I guess so,” I said softly.

      Evangelia shoved Teli and wrapped her arms around my waist. “You don’t look like a boy. You’re pretty.”

      I hugged her back with a fierce squeeze and kissed the top of her head. “Thanks, my sweet.”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t pretty.” Teli tugged on my arm. “Chrysa, I didn’t say that!”

      Evangelia scowled at him. “You said she looks like a boy.”

      “So? Boys can be pretty.”

      “No they can’t, stupid. Pretty is for girls!”

      “Who says?”

      I laughed, surprising myself, and Litsa grinned.

      “Kid’s got a point,” she said.

      I took each of the children’s hands in a firm grip. “Thank you both. You’ve made me feel very pretty. Come on, now. Your mama’s waiting for us in the square.” Litsa left us to join her mother when we reached the village square, which was really more of an oblong paved with flat stones and lined with ancient, gnarled oaks. Theia Anna waited for us beneath one of the oaks, all bundled up and perched on a low stone wall. Her face blossomed into a relieved smile at the sight of us, and my stomach twisted in response. Had she been afraid that I’d lose her children? Or corrupt them with my influence in the space of an hour?

      “All done?” she asked, scooping Teli into her arms for a hug. “Did you have fun?”

      Teli squirmed away. “I got coins. See?”

      “Me too!” Evangelia thrust a fistful of change at her mother. “I have three euros! Can I buy something?”

      “After you perform with your class,” Theia Anna told her. “Let’s say thank you to Chrysa and go find Kyria Damantiou.”

      I twitched at the mention of Elena’s mother. Theia patted my arm as the children chorused their thanks.

      “I’ll have a word with her,” she whispered to me.

      I chewed my lip as I watched them go, wondering if ‘a word’ would make things better or worse. Probably worse. What would she even say? Elena was too careful with her words to be blamed for anything directly, and there was no explaining away my latest escapade without divulging the whole truth—magic, goblins and all.

      With a sigh, I settled myself on a bench to wait for the elementary school’s New Year pageant to begin. People appeared in twos and threes or clusters of family—all except one, who slipped in and tucked himself against a wall, all alone. I crossed the square with my shoulders hunched against the looks cast my way.

      “Hi, Bilal.” I leaned against the wall beside him and shoved my hands in my pockets. “Here for the show?”

      “I like the singing.” He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “Is your uncle here?”

      I cocked my head. “No, I thought he was in the lowlands with you.”

      “He’s been very mysterious lately.” Bilal shifted and kicked his heel against the wall behind us. “He’s spending a lot of time away from the farm. Not that I mind managing things on my own, but I’m…curious. Giorgo and Aglaia have been acting a bit secretive, these last few months.”

      “Oh.” I bit my lip. “I don’t know; I think secretive is a bit strong. They’re just…reserved.”

      “They didn’t used to be.” Bilal cast his eyes down. “They used to treat me like—like a friend. They trusted me.”

      “They do,” I said. “I’m sure they do. It’s just—”

      I was saved from having to come up with the rest of the platitude by the arrival of Panteli Apostolou, whose usual jack-o-lantern grin was replaced by a scowl.

      “Is this yifto bothering you, Chrysanthe?” Panteli brandished his cane. “Off with you, vagrant.”

      I winced. Panteli’s timing could not have been worse.

      “Kyrie, please. Bilal is—”

      “It’s okay, Chrysa,” Bilal said, his eyes still on the ground. “I’m going.”

      “Bilal—”

      But he was already leaving. Panteli looked after him with a smug set to his mouth that turned into a frown as he faced me.

      “You shouldn’t allow people like that to hang about you,” he said. “It only encourages them.”

      There were so many things I could say that I didn’t know where to begin. Finally, I settled for, “You shouldn’t call Bilal a yifto. It’s hurtful—and inaccurate. He’s Pakistani, not Romani.”

      I walked away before he could say anything more. How could he be so casually cruel? But then, Panteli didn’t see himself as cruel. No doubt he thought he was protecting me, which was offensive in its own way. As if I needed his protection! It was especially galling coming from Panteli, who liked to comment on the size of my muscles whenever he saw me and wonder if any boy would dare take me on a date. And yet, despite my supposed brawn, I needed an old man and his cane to protect me?

      “Sachlamara,” I muttered.

      “What’s rubbish?”

      I jerked in surprise and nearly tripped, but a strong hand steadied me. Alexi smiled down at me, his eyes dark despite his smile.

      “Having a rough day?”

      “I’ve had better,” I said, fingering my cap. “But then, I’ve had worse, too.”

      “Very philosophical,” Alexi said. “I should follow your example.”

      I peered up at him. “What’s wrong?”

      “The Singers,” he muttered, hunching his shoulders. “They call to me all the time now. I can’t sleep. I hear them even when I’m awake.”

      As I was trying to decide how to answer, my eye fell on a crow watching me beadily from the back of a nearby bench. My eyes narrowed. Was it silly to think that this was the same crow that had attacked me at school? And was it petty and vengeful to want to scorch it again?

      Probably.

      “I’m sorry,” I said in a low voice. “I know it’s because of me.”

      “No, it’s not.” He rubbed his eyes, grimacing. “I dream all night, and the nightmares—they cling. I keep seeing little flashes of things that aren’t there. It’s like I’ve got shadows in my eyes.”

      I bit my lip. He really did look sick. “Maybe you should go home and lie down.”

      “You might be right,” Alexi sighed. “I’ll see you later?"

      I nodded and he trudged away, leaving me to study the crow. Something about it unnerved me, beyond the fact that it might have attacked me before.

      “Go away,” I told it, adding a slight Touch to the command.

      Well, maybe more than slight. It squawked indignantly as if stung and took to the air, cawing abuse at me as it flapped away. Its shadow scuttled across the stones like a rat until it disappeared over the town walls. I frowned. The shadow…there had been a lot of talk about shadows recently, hadn’t there? First Kalothia, then Arpax, and now Alexi. But was the shadow only an allusion to the danger posed by my power, or was it something more?
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      I went to see Alexi later that day and was relieved to find him in better spirits. But still, his talk of shadows made me uneasy—which made me want to be with my mother, however limited the contact might be, and however guilty I felt for neglecting her. We hadn’t done anything for Mama in weeks, at least not directly. Yiayia still hoped that the tree would bloom in the spring, that Mama’s spirit would rest if I were safe and happy. Maybe Yiayia was right, but I hated the thought of doing nothing for my mother.

      “I’m going to visit Mama,” I told Yiayia. “And maybe try again with the tree. It’s been a while.”

      I expected her to object, or at least tell me not to get my hopes up, but all she said was, “Be back before dark.”

      I climbed up to the ash tree’s clearing and performed the now-familiar ritual alone. I didn’t have Alexi’s strength to add to my own, but it couldn’t hurt to try. When I was done, I examined the brittle limbs of the tree that housed my mother. Was I imagining it, or did the branches droop just a little less? Was the brown of the bark just the slightest bit richer? Maybe. But maybe I just wanted to believe that I had helped my mother, even a little.

      Theio Giorgo found me some time later, sprawled on my stomach under the tree with my chin resting on my forearm. Paris lay with his head on the small of my back while Argo patrolled the clearing, alert for any danger. Consequently, I heard—and smelled—Theio Giorgo coming long before he arrived.

      Argo and Paris rushed to greet him, nosing his hands and rising to plant their bear-like paws on his shoulders.

      “I’m glad you haven’t forgotten me completely,” he told Paris, ruffling his ears. “But get down, now, there's a good lad.”

      “What brings you here?” I asked. “Does Yiayia need me?”

      “Yes,” he said. “We’ve…had some news.”

      I sat up, intrigued. “What’s going on?”

      “A friend phoned me,” he said. “Taso. His mother is missing. She’s a magissa, and a good one. If something happened to her…well, that’s worrying. Your grandmother wants you safe at home.”

      I sat up slowly, my earlier worries coming back to me.

      “Nouno…do you know anything about a shadow?”

      He blinked. “A shadow? What do you mean?”

      “I’m not sure.” I bit my lip. “If I tell you something, will you promise not to tell Yiayia?”

      “Chrysa…”

      “You’re my guardian,” I insisted. “If I can’t trust you, who can I trust?”

      He snorted. “That is low.”

      “I’m serious,” I said. “I need to tell you something in confidence.”

      “Alright, koukla,” he sighed. “What is it?”

      “Well, remember when Alexi and I saw the vrykolakas? There’s, um, more to that story than I let Yiayia believe. We didn’t just cross paths with it—it chased us. Kalothia was there, and she tried to get us to ask her for help. We didn’t,” I said quickly as his eyes widened in alarm. “But she said something odd. Something about a shadow on my heels. She said it would swallow me. And then the Kallikantzaroi said something, too. He said the shadow had found me, or something. And now Alexi is seeing shadows in his dreams. The way Kalothia and the Kallikantzaroi were talking—they weren’t just talking about shadows, they both said the shadow. Like it’s something specific.”

      “The Shadow.” Theio Giorgo frowned, rubbing his beard. “You know, there is something…I think my godmother used to tell me stories. But it’s been so long, I can’t remember what exactly they were about. But if my nouna knows something about this Shadow, Mother would, too.”

      I made a face. “Yiayia won’t tell me anything if she thinks it’s even a little bit dangerous or scary. She thinks I can’t handle it.”

      “If your past performance is anything to go by, she’s right,” Theio Giorgo pointed out. “One of these days you’ll lose more than your hair if you’re not careful.”

      “It’s just stories,” I said, ignoring the jab. “Can’t we go talk to your godmother?”

      He shook his head. “Chrysa, I just told you that Mother wants you to stay close to home, and I agree with her. Now, we could phone—”

      “Not without Yiayia overhearing,” I argued. “She never leaves me alone at the house. Whenever she goes out, she drags me along with her. Please, Nouno. It’s not like I’d go alone. You’ll be with me. Please?”

      Theio Giorgo groaned and scrubbed his hands over his face. “I hope I don’t regret this. In the meantime, be a good girl and do as Yiayia says."

      “Of course," I said, grinning now that I’d gotten my way. “Don’t we all?”
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      A few days later, Theio Giorgo told Yiayia he wanted to bring me to see his godmother, Haroula, and help ease her arthritis. It was difficult for a magissa to heal herself, he argued, and it would be good experience for me. Though Yiayia gave him a narrow-eyed look, she smiled at Theio Giorgo’s blush. She probably thought the blush was due to Theio Giorgo’s plans to see Bilal while we were down the mountain. She was probably right, too, which worked in my favor. It was tricky business, trying to trick a witch. Yiayia would have spotted a straight lie right away. But, as Theio Giorgo had only left out some critical details, we escaped free and clear and made the hour-long trek down to Ioannina.

      We met Haroula at the church of St. George, the patron saint of Ioannina, and the saint for whom my uncle was named.

      “Why couldn’t we have come after church?” I complained.

      “Because she’s religious, and it will make her happy if we go,” Theio Giorgo said. “And we want her to be happy, don’t we?”

      “I guess,” I sighed, and followed him into the church.

      Haroula was short and squat, with bright black eyes and a halo of grizzled gray curls that had escaped the neat bun at the base of her neck. She greeted Giorgo with a kiss and a pat on the cheek. She gave me the same treatment and beamed at me, taking my hands.

      "I’m so pleased that you’re here, child,” Haroula said. Her eyes flicked up to my shorn head. “Though you look as though you’ve had some trouble since I saw you last.”

      “I—have we met?” I searched my memory frantically. “I’m so sorry. I don’t remember.”

      “The burial,” Theio Giorgo murmured.

      Haroula waved away my apology. “You had other things on your mind, poor babe. No matter. We’re here now.”

      “And just in time,” Theio Giorgo said, ushering us into a pew. “The service is starting.”

      We found our seats and settled in. I sighed and closed my eyes, soothed by the familiar scent of incense and the cadence of the priest’s chanting. Several minutes later, Haroula touched my arm.

      “Look,” she murmured, leaning close. “Behind the altar.”

      I blinked and squinted, trying to see past the shadows cast by candles. “I don’t—oh!”

      A darker shadow detached itself from the curtains of heavy velvet behind the priest and moved forward with slow, hesitant steps. With the fall of each foot—each hoof—the outline grew a little clearer and a little brighter until the form of a white heifer was clearly visible. She stood beside the priest, swishing her tail and gazing out at the congregation with gentle, loving eyes.

      “She’s the guardian of the church,” Haroula said in my ear.

      “Like our Ikouros?” I asked, flicking a glance at Theio Giorgo beside me.

      “Something like that,” Haroula said. “But not exactly.”

      “I can’t see her, for one thing,” Theio Giorgo murmured. “Though I can feel her presence.”

      Haroula smiled fondly at the cow. “I call her Asproula.”

      I smiled, too. It was a fitting name, similar to Bianca or Blanche—it meant “little white.” Asproula turned her soft brown eyes on me and lowed, a surprisingly musical sound. The priest paused, his voice trailing off. The rustling of the congregation stilled and, for a moment, all was silent. A blanket of calm fell over the church, an abiding peace that was reflected in every face turned unconsciously toward the church’s guardian.

      The silvery light surrounding Asproula began to fade. It melted away like snow and took the image of the cow with it. The priest shook himself and resumed his chant, and the service concluded without interruption, supernatural or otherwise.

      Argo and Paris greeted me just outside, drawing more than one curious look. One or two of these looks turned into uneasy frowns as the dogs fell into step behind me, their paces perfectly synchronized with each other’s, and with mine.

      “Haroula,” I said. “Is Asproula an angel? Are guardian spirits and guardian angels the same thing?”

      “No, child.” Haroula tucked her hand into my elbow as she toddled along beside me. “Guardian spirits of places like churches and homes are born of the collective energy of the site’s inhabitants. Asproula isn’t an angel—she’s part of all of us, a manifestation of our faith.”

      “But you believe in angels and demons,” I said, seeking clarification. “Yiayia doesn’t seem to. At least, not the way the Church does.”

      Haroula shrugged. “Aglaia keeps up appearances for the sake of her work and her good name, but she doesn’t concern herself much with the Divine. In her heart, I don’t think she even considers herself a Christian.”

      “But you do?”

      “Certainly,” Haroula said.

      “How do you do it?” I asked. “How do you reconcile the Church’s teachings with everything you know—everything you’ve seen?”

      Haroula smiled. “By recognizing that we are human and fallible. I believe that our Lord Christ died for our sins, and I believe in the Holy Trinity. But it is arrogant and foolish to imagine that we can know what God truly is, or what He wants. No one has a monopoly on the truth, not even the Church. All we can do is try to help rather than harm, to be kind rather than cruel. And the Church, for all its faults, can be a powerful force for good.” Haroula leaned closer to whisper in my ear. “You would do well to remember that and to attend regularly, if only for your own sake. Look—see how, even here, among strangers, the Untouched sense that you are different. You make them nervous.”

      I glanced around and noticed the clear space around us. I’d put it down to my hair, or maybe the dogs, but Argo and Paris were lying at my feet, quiet and docile and clearly not a threat to anyone.

      “You need the trust and goodwill of your community if you are to practice your craft safely,” Haroula said. “And you need to know your people in order to help them. You must make them a priority.”

      I nodded, though I was getting tired of this particular lecture. The community was a priority. Got it. But so was my training, and so was school. How many priorities could you have before all of them ended up neglected? I already had no time for myself, and only a little for Argo and Paris, who I knew must get bored following me around while I did my chores or studied or practiced. And, on top of everything, I still had college applications to fill out and submit—applications to American schools I was no longer sure I even wanted to attend, but which I couldn’t ignore.

      I took a breath. Theio Giorgo had risked Yiayia’s ire to bring me here, and I had to stay on task.

      “Can we go somewhere to talk? We didn’t come only to visit. It’s important.”

      Haroula gave me a steady look. “And there’s a reason you came without Aglaia, I imagine.”

      “Yes.”

      Haroula beckoned to Theio Giorgo, and he drove us to Haroula’s house on the outskirts of town. She offered us coffee and biscuits, which we nibbled on politely while she settled herself on the chintz couch across from us.

      “So, what is this about?” she asked.

      “We need your help, Nouna,” Theio Giorgo said, and I smothered a grin as he squirmed under his godmother’s narrow-eyed gaze, so much like Yiayia’s. “And we need to keep it quiet from my mother. At least for now.”

      “You tell me what exactly you want, and I’ll decide what I will do and whether I’ll tell Aglaia about it,” Haroula said.

      “I want to know about the Shadow,” I said. “Please.”

      “The Shadow?” Haroula frowned. “What do you want with that old story?”

      “Is it just a story, though?” Theio Giorgo asked softly. “Or is it something more?”

      Haroula frowned and looked away, fiddling with the crucifix around her neck. Theio Giorgo and I shared another look but didn’t speak, not daring to press her.

      “It might be,” Haroula said at last. “There are the children’s tales, of course, told to young magoi coming into their power. Stories of a monster with teeth and fangs, or an ancient and formless evil that smothers children in the night. Some tell the stories for entertainment, for the thrill, others as cautionary tales…don’t stick your neck out, don’t flaunt your power or Skia will come for you. But, as with most stories, there is a kernel of truth. For generations, there have been whispers among magisses. Nothing concrete. One hears things, you know how it is. Strange happenings, powerful magisses who suddenly die or go missing, never to be heard from again.”

      “Like Taso’s mother,” Theio Giorgo said with a shiver.

      “Yes, like poor Dina.” Haroula crossed herself. “No one knows the name of the murderer, if there is one. The stories simply speak of something nameless and dark—Skia, the Shadow.”

      “Is Skia a magissa?” I ask. “Or…a demon?”

      Haroula shrugged and shifted uneasily. “Who knows? She—or he, or it—could be one of the xotika, or even one of the Untouched. The Moon’s Touch doesn’t protect us from guns or knives.” She cleared her throat and shook herself. “Now come, child, and make yourself useful. My bones ache. Do a good job and I’ll forget to tell your grandmother that you’ve been pestering an old woman for unwholesome stories.”

      Theio Giorgo and I were quiet on the ride home. A rumor wasn’t much to go on, but it was something. I’d gone looking for a shadow, and I’d found one. I knew I should be pleased, or at least satisfied, to have gotten some information at last. But all I felt was cold.
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      I must have done a good job on the healing, because Haroula kept her promise—or, if she didn’t, Yiayia chose not to make a stink about my snooping. Either way, I wasn’t going to complain. I just did my chores, both magical and mundane, biding my time until I could get Alexi alone and tell him what I’d found out…and ask him for one last favor. A few days later, I got my chance. On the sixth day of January, I let Yiayia swaddle me in scarves and bundle me into Theio Giorgo’s truck for the Blessing of the Waters, though I dreaded exposing myself once more to the curious eyes of the town. But I had survived caroling for New Years, and I would survive this, too. Alexi, on the other hand, was a different story.

      “He’s insane. They’re all insane.”

      I tried not to stare at Alexi, who stood barefoot and shirtless on the snow-dusted banks of the Mati with a gaggle of similarly clad young men. But he was worth staring at, both for the broad span of his shoulders and for the fact that he was about to take a dip in a river that was just a few degrees above freezing even in summer.

      Yiayia only smiled. “Hush. It’s almost time.”

      Mist puffed from the priest’s mouth as he chanted, blessing the river. Today was the feast of the Epiphany, a commemoration of the three kings’ revelation of Jesus. The priest’s blessing was meant to banish the Kallikantzaroi back underground and protect the community—and good riddance. I glanced around curiously, simultaneously reaching out with my senses. This was exactly the kind of gathering the imps would delight in disrupting, but they were indeed absent.

      “Are priests Touched?” I whispered to Yiayia. “Can they really command the xotika?”

      “They are Touched by something,” Yiayia said. “But not as we are. Priests spend years upon years cultivating their spirituality, forging a connection to Heaven and the Divine.”

      “And magisses are of the earth,” I murmured, as Yiayia had told me so many times.

      A cheer rose as the priest threw a wooden cross into the river and the young men plunged into the water, dodging chunks of floating ice as they raced for the cross and the good luck it would supposedly bring. I shuddered and huddled deeper into my coat. Not for the first time, irritation and loss stabbed me as I tugged my cap over my ears and mourned for my shorn hair. Vanity aside, I could have used the extra warmth. Argo and Paris crowded close, pressing themselves against my legs and hips.

      The crowd cheered again. Alexi had reached the cross and was now waving it overhead, whooping and laughing. The other young men tried to raise him on their shoulders but lost their footing, either on the slick river stones or from the pull of the current. Alexi plunged back into the river with a shout of dismay. Shaking with cold and laughter, they made their way to shore, where family and friends waited with blankets and hot drinks. Elena was there—of course she was there—holding out a steaming cup of coffee to Alexi as he staggered out of the water. He smiled at her but passed her by. My breath caught as he walked straight to me. Yiayia pushed something into my hands and disappeared, murmuring something about finding Theia Anna.

      “I hope you’re pleased with yourself,” I said as Alexi approached. “You’ll probably end up with pneumonia.”

      “Good thing your healing skills are coming along then,” he replied, unperturbed. But the blue tinge around his lips told a different tale.

      I looked down and realized that what I held in my hands was a blanket. I shook it out and tossed it over his head.

      “I appreciate your trust in me, but let’s not tempt fate,” I said. “Argo, Paris, help me.”

      They got up and circled Alexi twice before settling down with a flop, encasing his feet in warmth.

      “Good boys,” I said with a smile, and Alexi closed his eyes in relief.

      “Oh, that is nice,” he said. “Like a hot water bottle.”

      I shook my head, but I couldn’t help smiling. “I can’t believe you did that.”

      Alexi grinned and offered me the cross with a flourish. “What’s a little frostbite in exchange for a year of good luck?”

      “I didn’t know the luck was transferable.” I raised my eyebrows but accepted the cross—and the luck.

      “If anyone needs a bit of luck this year, it’s you.” His eyes softened. “I’ll do what I can to see that you get it.”

      A cold breeze stole my breath. I shivered. Alexi’s hands closed on my shoulders and ran down my arms, leaving a trail of goosebumps behind. He leaned in. My face tipped up like a flower to the sun. Then guilt chased away the butterflies in my chest as I remembered what I’d come for.

      “Alexi, I need to tell you something.”

      I pulled him aside and told him in a low murmur about what I’d learned from Haroula. Alexi listened in silence, his frown deepening with every word.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because—” I chewed my lip. Alexi might very well hate me for what I was about to ask of him. But I had to try. “I need your Gift.”

      His eyes widened. “You want me to try to find this Shadow, this demon or whatever it is? Are you crazy?”

      “Probably,” I said with a weak laugh. “Please, Alexi. This is important, I know it is.”

      “Then you should tell your grandmother about it.” He turned away, shaking his head. “No.”

      “Alexi, please—”

      “I don’t even know if I can!” He shifted uneasily. “I’ve never…looked for something before. I’ve never done it on purpose.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t,” I said. “You told me the Singers have been calling to you. Maybe you can call back.”

      He shrugged, an irritable jerk of the shoulders. “I won’t lie to Nouna again.”

      “Alexi, I swear, this is the last time. Whatever you find—or don’t find—we’ll tell her, I promise.” I wrapped my fingers around his blanket-clad arms and looked into his eyes. “Please.”

      Alexi looked away, pensive, then sighed. “You’re right, we need to find out more. But I’m done lying for you, Chrysa. Whatever I find, we take it to your grandmother. No matter what. No excuses, no changing your mind.”

      “I won’t change my mind,” I said. “We’ll tell her everything, no matter what. So, you’ll try?”

      He pulled my hand into the warmth of the blanket and squeezed, his face softening. “I’ll try.”
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      I didn’t hear from Alexi for a month. He skipped lessons with Yiayia, and I could guess why. Either he was avoiding having to lie to her or he was avoiding me. I couldn’t blame him if he were. Asking him to use his Gift was selfish and hurtful. I’d known that, and I’d done it anyway. But I had to try. I couldn’t just sit back and do nothing, though Yiayia seemed certain that nothing was exactly what my mother would want me to do. And what about Baba? He would want me to stay safe, as would my mother. But was that what either of them would do themselves?

      Argo and Paris surged up the mountainside beside me, their tails and ears up, happy to be out in the wilderness after being cooped up inside. The ash tree was about the only place Yiayia would let us go alone, whether because of the wards we had so carefully erected there or because she knew she couldn’t deny me my parents’ grave. My lungs and legs were burning when I arrived at the ash tree, but I didn’t stop moving. I paced around and around, studying the sickly tree from all angles as if I could spot my mother’s face in its branches if I looked hard enough. Argo and Paris watched me quizzically, their heads tilted to the side in classic canine puzzlement. Finally, Argo stepped into my path and pushed his head against my stomach.

      “Sit,” he grunted.

      I sighed and dropped to my knees beside the tree. Though bare of snow, the ground was cold enough to burn even through my jeans. Weak winter sunlight fell into the clearing, casting the ash tree in a sickly sort of glow. Its shadow spilled across the ground, spiky and insubstantial.

      I shivered, hugging myself. If Alexi still hadn’t found anything, did that mean there wasn’t anything to find or that it simply wasn’t in his power, as he’d suggested? Or maybe he’d changed his mind. Maybe he’d decided that I’d asked too much of him, and maybe I had.

      Maybe I had to do this on my own.

      Alexi wasn’t the only one who could tell me about the Shadow. Kalothia knew, and so did the Kallikantzaroi. The Kallikantzaroi were beyond my reach, banished back into the depths of the earth. But Kalothia…

      Yiayia had said the xotika would obey me, even the neraida. Kalothia had said the Shadow was on my heels, that it would swallow me. Was she just trying to stir up trouble with veiled threats, or did she really know something? I could summon her. I could command her to tell me. I’d been training for months. Yiayia claimed I was the most powerful magissa to be born in two hundred years. That had to count for something.

      “Okay.” I rolled my shoulders and resettled myself. “You can do this.”

      “Can,” Paris said helpfully, and Argo touched his nose to the corner of my eye.

      I drew in a slow, steadying breath. Right. Kalothia. I wanted to talk to Kalothia. I focused on that thought, that desire, and waited. And waited. And waited some more until, finally, something flickered at the edge of my awareness. In the same moment, Argo broke away with an explosive bark and stood, growling, between me and whatever was waiting in the woods. I got to my feet and stepped forward, excitement rising in my chest. Had it worked?

      “Hello?” I called, peering into the shadows.

      At first, nothing. But then she appeared, just inside the treeline. Even in the shadow of an old oak, she seemed bathed in light, as if the sun shone only for her. Her hair was the soft gold of ripened wheat, and her skin was so pale as to be nearly indistinguishable from her gauzy white dress. But, despite her beauty, there was something unsettled and wild about her. Her eyes flashed in the shadows like a cat’s, and she moved with an inhuman, feral grace. But then, she wasn’t human. She was a neraida.

      She was Kalothia.

      My heart pounded. I had called her—and she had come.

      But not all the way. Kalothia beckoned to me and turned, disappearing into the trees. I moved to follow her but hesitated at Argo’s growl. Yiayia had warned me about the xotika in general and Kalothia in particular. Was this really a good idea?

      Maybe not—probably, almost definitely not—but it was the only idea I had.

      “Let’s go,” I said, and the dogs fell in beside me as I entered the forest.

      Kalothia was waiting at the head of a rocky outcropping, but when I reached the top, she was at the bottom of the vine-strewn hollow on the other side. Kalothia led me up and down, through pastures and hidden groves and thickets of thorn, until I was panting and trembling from exertion. I had almost decided to give up when I saw her waiting at the mouth of a cave. Her head was tilted toward me, a slight smile on her luminous face. As I approached, she turned and disappeared into the darkness.

      I hovered just outside the entrance, peering into the thick black shadows of the cave. Following a known—or at least, strongly suspected—hostile element into a hole in the ground seemed like a supremely stupid thing to do. But I’d already come this far, and Argo and Paris seemed wary, but unafraid. I took a deep, steadying breath and ducked into the cave.

      Kalothia was nowhere to be seen, but I kept going. Argo and Paris followed my lead, their breath warm on my heels, trusting me to guide them. I couldn’t see a thing and yet my hands and feet grasped and pushed against the slippery rocks without hesitation, guided by both physical and mental Touch. But there was something else, too. Something outside myself that pulled me along like a fish on a hook. It was a sort of resonance, like humming, that filled me with wonder, excitement, and an urgent, greedy longing that spread across my back and belly like a rash. It prickled and itched, hot and cold and increasingly intense as I scrambled through the darkness.

      I found Kalothia in a vast cavern adorned with dripping stalagmites and stalactites. I blinked in the sudden glow that emanated from her skin and hair, illuminating a wide river that ran through the center of the cave and disappeared into black stone beyond the circle of light. I stopped just inside that circle, caution warring with desire. The humming had grown into an angry hornet’s buzz that was almost impossible to ignore.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      Kalothia regarded me for a moment, her face smooth and impassive, but she didn’t answer.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to heed my call, Chrysanthe,” she said instead.

      I drew back. Heed her call?

      “I called you,” I snapped. “And you came.”

      “And yet I left,” Kalothia said with an easy smile. “And you followed.”

      Her smile grew, revealing a glint of white teeth. I reached for Argo instinctively. I didn’t know how I was expecting this conversation to go, but this wasn’t it. The realization that I had no idea what I was doing crept over me like a rising tide—almost imperceptible but inexorable. Following her had been a stupid thing to do. I’d acknowledged as much already, but I’d done it anyway. I should have turned back when I had the chance. And yet the answers I wanted might be only a breath away.

      “Be easy, Maiden,” Kalothia said. “I think we can help each other. If you are willing.”

      My shoulders, already tight, clenched like a vise. I was out of my depth here, and I knew it. I knew I should turn around and leave, with Argo and Paris to guard my back. I knew that I absolutely should not make a literal deal with the devil, which was what Kalothia was obviously angling for. But knowing what to do and actually doing are two different things, and a reply—an invitation—popped out before I could hold it back.

      “Do you know what—or who—the Shadow is?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you would tell me in exchange for…what?”

      “A small favor. Look, Maiden. You stand on the threshold of the Anavlisi,” Kalothia said, gesturing to the river beside her. “It lies just beyond this river.”

      I frowned. “The Anavlisi?”

      “When you were born, you ended your line of Maiden, Mother, and Crone,” Kalothia said. “You closed the circle. A full Kyklos draws the power of the earth like bees to honey, and like honey, the power pools and thickens. That is the Anavlisi—a well of power, of magic. You feel it, do you not? Your power calls to it, as it calls to you. But though the Anavlisi has awoken, it is not yet free.”

      I bit my lip and tried to ignore the tug in my chest—the pull of the Anavlisi, if she was telling the truth. I suspected that she was. “What do you want me to do about that, exactly?”

      “I would have you cast down that which has stemmed the flow of power from the earth, that my brethren and I might thrive and flourish once more in the land we have sustained and which has sustained us for eons past.” Kalothia held out a hand beseechingly. “All I ask is that you stand before the Anavlisi. Your presence, your power, will burst the dam.”

      I bit my lip, ignoring the increasingly panicked voice in the back of my mind. “Not all the xotika are as…benevolent as the neraida. Won’t the Anavlisi make the vrykolakes and other dark powers stronger as well?”

      “And why shouldn’t they enjoy the same health and vigor that I seek for myself?” Kalothia asked, looking at me coolly. “The wolf is wicked only in the eyes of the sheep. Every being acts according to its nature, and it is not for you to judge who is or is not deserving of life and health.”

      Her words, oddly, echoed my grandmother’s. It’s not for you to decide who deserves anything. But the panicked voice was positively screaming now. She was right—everything and everyone did act according to their nature, and hers was, as Yiayia had warned me, capricious. If I did as she asked, would Kalothia actually tell me anything? And if she did, could I trust that it was the truth? Maybe. But maybe not. And that was aside from the fact that opening the Anavlisi seemed like a very dangerous thing to do. Perhaps seeing the growing refusal in my eyes, Kalothia went on.

      “It isn’t only the xotika who will grow stronger,” she said. “You have much to gain as well. With the power of the Anavlisi at your call, you could avenge your parents’ murder easily. You could do anything you wanted, Chrysanthe. Anything.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “Murder?”

      “Murder,” she purred. “They died because of you—but not by your hand, or your power. Someone wants your magic, young Maiden, someone willing to kill for it. But I? I ask only for your favor. Your kindness. Do me this service, Maiden, and I will tell you all you wish to know.”

      “Why do you need me?” I asked. “Why not open it yourself?”

      “It was born of a magissa’s power,” Kalothia replied, “and only a magissa can set it free. I require a magissa of great strength—and great courage. Are you afraid, Maiden? Do you fear the power you wield?”

      The thrum of power surged, making me gasp. I gritted my teeth against the vibration and forced myself to focus. It wasn’t just the Anavlisi doing this to me. It was her. I didn’t know how, but Kalothia was pushing and pulling at my power, or at the Anavlisi, or both. And I didn’t like it.

      The Anavlisi’s call sang through my blood, beckoning to me with promises so profound they couldn’t be put into words. Images flashed through my mind: villagers prostrated in awe at my feet; fire and lightning bending to my will…my parents, resurrected and standing at my side. Entranced, I drifted forward until I was standing at Kalothia’s side by the river’s edge.

      Behind me, seemingly far in the distance, anguished howling rose. Argo—no, Paris. Argo’s voice joined his brother’s, sharp and agitated. Where were they? They’d gone—but when? And how? They wouldn’t have left me willingly. What had Kalothia done to them to make them go? Fear and anger loosened whatever hold Kalothia had on me. I drew back from her. Blinked. Shook my head. Blinked again.

      “My offer will not stand forever, Maiden,” Kalothia said, a flicker of annoyance passing over her beautiful face. “Make your choice.”

      “No.” I stepped back, dizzy and confused. “I don’t trust you.”

      “You don’t need to trust me, only my word. I will ask you once more,” Kalothia said, her eyes glittering dangerously. “Do you accept my bargain?”

      “No.”

      A wind rose as Kalothia raised her arms toward the dangling stalactites overhead. A deafening roar filled the cavern, echoing and bouncing off the walls. I stepped back and slipped on the suddenly overflowing bank of the river. I looked up, alarmed, at Kalothia’s smirking face.

      “What—”

      “Until we meet again, then,” Kalothia said. “Or…perhaps not. As it seems I must take my bargain elsewhere, I have no further use for you. Farewell, Maiden.”

      A wall of black water rose from the river and towered above me for the space of a breath—then slammed down on my head, dragging me deep into the icy darkness below.
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      I thrashed against the frigid darkness, desperately trying to reach the surface. But the river’s current had me in its grip, and I no longer knew which way was up. Water pushed against my nose and eyes and lips as if testing my defenses. I bucked, contorting with the effort to keep my mouth closed. But my lungs screamed, demanding a breath that would surely kill me.

      Light danced across my vision in little sunbursts. My movements grew sluggish and confused. One of the sunbursts caught hold and spread, growing larger and steadier until the streaks of light and dark coalesced into a face of alien beauty, all angles and shadows and pale as the moon. Her body was long and thin, and, though humanoid, eerily sinuous and iridescent like a beetle’s shell. My heart leapt. Amidra!

      Amidra drew closer. Soft, slippery lips found my own—and I could breathe. I gasped, my fingers closing spasmodically around her spindly arms. She pulled me close with a shy smile and put her arms around me, tucking my head close against her shoulder just in time to save me from braining myself against a jutting rock.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on breathing as Amidra guided us safely through the maze of stones that seemed to rush at us like a fleet of trucks as the river whipped us through the water-filled tunnels. Her hair swirled around us, dark and soft like algae.

      The cold had settled deep into my bones, and no matter how I shivered, I couldn’t seem to generate any warmth. Nor did Amidra’s body provide any heat. Her skin was as cold and slick as that of a fish. I half expected to find scales under my fingers as I clutched at her in my panic.

      My pulse pounded in my ears and behind my eyes, making my head throb with each beat. Through chattering teeth, I tried to ask how much longer it would take to escape the caves. But though I could breathe, I had no air. My mouth opened and closed, but nothing came out, not even a bubble. Amidra gave me a reassuring squeeze—I thought it was reassuring, anyway. The ordeal was almost over. It had to be.

      I winced as the current shoved us through a narrow crack, tearing strips of skin off my shoulders and hips. But this turned out to be the last toll paid to the underground river. Light exploded in my eyes, sparkling through a haze of mist and glittering droplets. For a moment, I was weightless, utterly disoriented, with no earthly idea what was up or down or where I was.

      Then I was falling, a scream erupting from my chest along with all the water that would have drowned me if not for the neraida’s intervention. Once again, I plunged into the cold and wet, but this time I clawed my way to the surface with the desperate strength of a wild animal. I clung to a fallen tree at the base of the waterfall, coughing and gagging so violently the muscles of my back and neck started to seize.

      “Chrysanthe.”

      The voice was faint and musical, almost impossible to distinguish from the sound of rushing water. There in the shadow of the cliff crouched Amidra, her dark hair wrapped around her like clinging weeds. I dragged myself out of the freezing water, limbs trembling from cold and fatigue, and approached the neraida.

      “Y-you s-s-s-saved me,” I said through chattering teeth. “Again.”

      “I did,” she said. Her voice was thin and whispery but seemed to carry the ghost of an echo.

      I wrapped my arms around myself in a vain attempt to hold in some warmth. “W-why? Why do you keep helping me? I don’t think it’s just for my mother’s sake.”

      “Is it so strange that I would have you as my ally?” Amidra asked. “You will be a great power in these lands one day, young Maiden. But you have much yet to learn if you would go unprotected before one such as Kalothia. Come, I have shown you already how to travel by cave and shadow. You must return to your guardians.”

      Shame burned away some of the frigid numbness sinking into my bones. I didn’t need her to tell me I’d messed up. But I couldn’t fault her observation, and so I made no attempt to argue or defend myself. She nodded and stepped aside, revealing a deep cleft in the rock. Not quite a cave, but evidently close enough.

      “Your intention crafts the gate,” Amidra said. “Do not hesitate.”

      “Wait.” Instinctively, I reached out for her but pulled my hand back before my fingers met her skin. “Why does Kalothia really want me to open this Anavlisi? What does she need with so much power?”

      “That,” Amidra replied, her eyes luminous and opaque, “is neraida business. Go, Chrysanthe. Your lips are turning blue.”
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      Argo and Paris nearly knocked me flat as I let myself through the garden gate. They crowded against my knees and jumped up to lick my face, twisting and wiggling in their excitement like giant, hairy fish.

      “Down,” I said, shoving Argo’s damp snout away from my face. “Down. I’m okay, it’s okay—blegh.”

      Paris replaced Argo and managed to swipe a full, sloppy dog kiss all the way from my chin to my forehead. I sighed and gave in, kneeling so they could sniff and lick and nibble until they were satisfied that I was in one piece.

      “Where have you been?”

      I jumped up and spun to see Yiayia advancing on me, her cane clutched in one hand like a club. The force of her anger was palpable, pressing down on me as if to force me back onto my knees. But I was done letting myself be intimidated. I may have made a mistake today—a big one—but I’d also learned something.

      Yiayia had lied to me. Again.

      “Tell me about the Anavlisi,” I said.

      Yiayia drew up short, her hand flying to her breast. “Where did you hear about that?”

      “Kalothia,” I said boldly. “I summoned her, and she told me that my power had called this well of power into being and that I was the only one strong enough to set it free. She also said that there was someone out there who wants my magic—someone who would kill for it. She was going to tell me all she knew in exchange for opening the Anavlisi.”

      Yiayia paled. I plowed on, shaking with anger more than cold.

      “I always thought it was a bit odd,” I said. “That my parents would flee the country just because of what Alexi said. But if they knew—and you knew—about this Anavlisi, well, that makes more sense. If you knew that my magic was the key and you thought there was someone out there who wanted to use me, maybe kill me for it…yeah, I can see why they’d run.”

      “Chrysa—”

      “That’s what happened, isn’t it?” I said. “That’s why Mama was so afraid. She knew someone was looking for me, and she knew they’d be able to find me once I came into my power. Skia, the Shadow, who preys on powerful magisses. And there’s no one more powerful than a Maiden—the first Maiden to be born in two hundred years, isn’t that right? Did she do this? Did Skia give me these scars? Has she already found me once before?”

      “No. No, it wasn’t Skia who gave you those scars.” Yiayia shook her head. She looked old—sick. “Please, don’t ask me. I can’t lie to you, and it’s not my secret to tell.”

      “Oh, no, of course you can’t lie to me. But you can choose what truths to tell and what to leave out. You can manipulate me.” I shook my head disgustedly. “You let me believe I killed my parents. How could you? How could you?”

      “Chrysa, I told you it wasn’t your fault,” Yiayia said, some color coming back to her face. “I never—”

      “You knew I’d still think it,” I yelled. “How could I not? All this time, you’ve been telling me how important it is to master my magic so that there will be no more accidents. You let me think Mama and Baba died because my magic was out of control when you knew they’d been murdered.”

      “Of course I did,” Yiayia snapped. “Do you expect me to believe that you would have been content with learning to protect yourself? You know perfectly well you would have gone sticking your nose into every hole you could find. Do you expect me to have any confidence that you wouldn’t stumble right into Skia’s clutches? After the way you’ve behaved, do you think I regret keeping the knowledge from you? The vrykolakas, the Kallikantzaroi, and now Kalothia! You are a child, and still too foolish to realize all that you don’t know. You could have died today. I only thank God that my Thalia didn’t raise a completely stone-headed idiot, that you had at least enough sense not to accept Kalothia’s bargain. You could have killed us all.”

      I dashed angry tears from my eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “The Anavlisi,” Yiayia snapped. “What do you think would happen if that much power were suddenly released into the world? It would have burst like a geyser and run completely unchecked until nothing was left. At worst, it might have wiped us out in an instant. At best, it would have run dry, leaving the land drained of magic and energy. The xotika would starve and die, and in time, so would we. Our crops and livestock depend on the earth’s magic, just as the xotika do.”

      I felt sick. My uncle’s sheep, the gardens…they weren’t just pet projects. They were my family’s livelihood. What would Yiayia and Theio Giorgo do without them? Where would they go? To the cities, where gainful employment was by no means easy to come by—or across the sea to America, where neither spoke the language? And it wasn’t only my own family that would suffer. Nearly everyone in the region depended on the land in one way or another, even if it was only the natural beauty that attracted tourists.

      “That’s to say nothing of what would have happened to you,” Yiayia went on ruthlessly. “That much raw power, and you without the skill or experience to control it...if you were lucky, it would have killed you. If not, it would have burned your soul away and left your body behind, an empty husk.”

      I turned away, my stomach roiling with anger, shame, and now doubt. Was she right? Was I really so incompetent that I couldn’t be trusted with the truth? Even Amidra said I’d been foolish to face Kalothia alone.

      “Why would Kalothia risk that?” I asked. “Does she not know what would happen if the Anavlisi were freed?”

      “Perhaps she thinks she can control the magic.” Yiayia shrugged. “Pride is a vice that afflicts all beings who possess free will.”

      She looked away. We stood for several moments in silence, each lost in our own dark thoughts. Paris whined and leaned against my hip. I stroked his head, comforting myself as much as him. Argo lay quietly at my feet, his eyes on Yiayia.

      Finally, Yiayia sighed and shook her head.

      “I, too, have been proud. I believed that my own power would be sufficient to keep you safe in your ignorance.” Her mouth quirked. “I think we can agree that I was mistaken in that belief, and so the pain I caused you has been for nothing. Forgive me, little bird.”

      “I do,” I said softly. “You were right. After what I’ve done, I can’t blame you for thinking I wasn’t ready. Just…please, no more lies. I’ll listen to you and not go looking for trouble, I promise. Just tell me the truth. Do you know who—or where—Skia is?”

      “Thank you for that, koukla.” Yiayia took my face in her hands and kissed my cheeks. “And I believe you would keep your word if I asked it of you…but I won’t. I was wrong, and I won’t ask you to sit idly by while that monster walks free. I don’t know who the Shadow is, or where, but we will find out. Together.”

      I bit my lip. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Not entirely, no,” Yiayia admitted. “But neither am I convinced that we should wait for her to strike. We cannot hope to protect ourselves for long if we know nothing about the threat we face. I want to know who this Shadow is.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and I could swear the day grew darker. “I want to know who killed my daughter.”
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      That night there was a lot of yelling. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who hadn’t known the full truth of my parents’ decision to leave Greece, or the real reason they were dead. Yiayia must have come clean, because I could hear Theio Giorgo and Yiayia shouting at each other from my bedroom, though they were outside the garden gates. It was strange to hear him lose control like that, to be so emotional, and it struck me that my uncle wasn’t just my uncle—he was my mother’s little brother. What must that be like, to lose a sibling? Having none of my own, I couldn’t imagine it. Was it less painful than losing a parent? More? Or just different?

      It certainly seemed painful enough. Theio Giorgo didn’t speak to Yiayia for a week. He tended to respond only in ill-tempered grunts, even to me.

      “He’s angry at me, not you,” Yiayia said when I complained about it. “Let’s just let him be for a bit, hm?”

      Instead, she chose to focus her efforts on Alexi, who was thrilled to finally bare all our secrets. To my surprise, the tables turned. We began working again at our old exercise, but this time I was the one giving strength to him. He wasn’t happy about it—I think he hoped that Yiayia would shut down our efforts once she knew everything—but he didn’t fight her. As he opened his mind, however reluctantly, he began to make some sense of his dreams. Even so, it was springtime before he found anything solid.

      “I saw a city with a white tower,” he said one day in early April. “There’s something there. Not the Shadow itself, but…something.”

      “Where, though?” I asked. “What city?”

      “Thessaloniki,” Yiayia said. “The white tower is in Thessaloniki.”

      I frowned. We had flown into Thessaloniki when I first came to Greece, but I barely remembered any of it. I had been reeling with grief and nausea, and most of the bus ride was a blur of dusty streets and cracked cement.

      “We should go check it out, then.” I wrinkled my nose and glanced at Yiayia. “Right?”

      She patted my hand. “Right.”

      By now, Theio Giorgo had softened somewhat, and he agreed to drive Yiayia, Alexi, and me to Ioannina. Once there, we boarded a charter bus to Thessaloniki. I spent most of the trip with my nose against the window, staring down at the valleys with their fields of grain and pastures as we rumbled along the “new” highway—anything built in the last twenty years was new, according to Yiayia. New or not, it was impressive. E-90 ran across the breadth of Greece, cutting through the mountaintops in a series of alternating bridges and tunnels before swooping down onto the plains of Thessaly.

      “When I was young—when your parents were young, even—a trip like this would have meant a full day of travel,” Yiayia remarked. “Up and down and around mountain after mountain in a bus like stuffy can. Faugh! Better to stay at home.”

      “I don’t remember any of this,” I said as we hurtled through another tunnel.

      “I’m not surprised,” Yiayia said, smiling faintly. “You fell asleep as soon as we left the city and didn’t wake up until we reached Ioannina.”

      I shifted uneasily at the memory. “It’s a shame I missed this.”

      Things looked flatter and dingier as we neared the coast. Alexi noticed my wrinkled nose and smiled.

      “Not exactly New York, is it?” he asked.

      “I didn’t like New York, either,” I said. “Or Boston, or Philadelphia. I’m not much for cities.”

      “Of course you aren’t,” Yiayia said. “You’re a magissa.”

      Having no address or directions, we disembarked in the center of the city with its white tower and sat in the square—or a square, as there were apparently several—while Alexi tried to hear whatever had called us to Thessaloniki. He sat beside me with his eyes closed and his head bowed, hands clasped loosely in his lap. A lock of hair fell over his brow, and I was struck by a sudden urge to smooth it back.

      But that wouldn’t be a good idea. For one thing, I didn’t want to break his concentration. For another…well. It just wasn’t. I turned away to hide my blush and watched a stray dog nose around a garbage can looking for scraps. What were Argo and Paris doing without me? Probably pestering the chickens. The thought made me smile.

      An hour later, Alexi rose and set off. I stayed close to him as he led us down streets that got darker and narrower with each block. The buildings loomed, so close and tall that they seemed to lean over us, heavy with flower-and-laundry-laden balconies and ringing with the shrieking laughter of children. Here and there I saw an old man smoking on his front stoop or a cluster of raucous teens laughing and jostling each other down the street. Soon the streets grew quieter, and the colorful neighborhoods faded to dirty gray and brown. I was so close on Alexi’s heels that I nearly plowed into him when he stopped in front of a heavy brass door.

      “This is it,” he said.

      I fell back to make way for Yiayia and hovered at her shoulder, feeling a little silly for hiding behind my grandmother—my grandmother who was a good six inches shorter than me.

      “Are you going to knock?”

      “No need,” Yiayia said, and placed her hand on the door.

      Moments later, the door opened, and a tiny, wizened face appeared behind it. The woman was old, so old—older even than Yiayia. She looked like she could crumble into dust at any moment.

      “Come in.” The woman’s voice was so dry and cracked with age that I could barely hear her. “Quickly.”

      Without thinking, I reached for Alexi’s hand. Before I could disguise or take back the gesture, Alexi’s fingers caught mine, making something in my stomach jump. I blushed but didn’t pull away as we followed the old woman through a bare, rundown lobby and up at least six flights of narrow stairs.

      “In here,” the old woman said, and pushed open a door.

      I followed Yiayia inside and blinked, disoriented for a moment by the stark contrast between the dingy hallway and the cozy yet elegantly decorated interior of the apartment.

      “You knew we were coming,” Alexi observed, his hand still curled around my own.

      “Yes,” she said. “I felt you reaching for me. I reached back.”

      Alexi nodded, as if this made perfect sense, but I shivered. This woman—this magissa—had found us and drawn us to her without ever having met us. The idea that one magissa might summon another as I had summoned Kalothia had never occurred to me. I shivered at my own ignorance and thanked God that Yiayia was working with us now.

      “I don’t know you,” Yiayia said warily. “Until now I would have sworn I knew all the magoi in the country.”

      “Not one of the living magoi knows me, and I’ve labored these many years to keep it that way,” she said. “My name is Demetra. I know who you are, you and your Maiden granddaughter. You, Seer, I don’t know.”

      “Alexi,” he said shortly.

      “Sit, then.”

      She lowered herself into one armchair and gestured for Yiayia to take the other. Alexi and I squeezed into a small couch, pressed against each other at the shoulders and hips and knees. Before us, the coffee table had already been laid with snacks and a pot of something steaming. I sniffed, wishing Argo and Paris were with me to lend me their senses. What was it? Something herbal? Not coffee, thank goodness. The last thing I needed was caffeine.

      “You know why we’re here?” I asked, letting go of Alexi’s hand to take one of the little pies Demetra nudged in our direction.

      Her eyes glittered. “Better than you do, I daresay.”

      My heart pounded. Now that we were here, I wasn’t sure I really wanted to hear what she had to say. If Alexi’s powers had in fact led us to the answers we sought, we were here to learn about Skia, and part of me didn’t want to. It was far more comfortable to keep Skia in the shadows—in the realm of abstract possibilities rather than tangible threats. But comfortable didn’t mean safe or smart. I had to know.

      “Please,” I whispered. “Tell us.”

      She nodded and began, “Nearly two hundred years ago, a magissa was born in the forests of Thrace. Her name was Timo, and, though she wasn’t born to a Kyklos, she was unusually powerful. But the Touch had been absent in her family for generations, and there was no one left to teach her—no one but the xotika. And so, she gained the skills of a magissa—but not the heart, for the xotika care little for such human things as empathy and compassion. When she was a woman grown, Timo burned her village to the ground in a fit of temper and fled.”

      “How do you know all this?” I asked, ignoring Alexi’s murmured admonishment to be quiet.

      “Because my grandmother’s mother took Timo into her home after the fire,” Demetra said. “And when my mother came into her powers, her grandmother told her everything she knew. When I came into mine, my mother told me.”

      “So you were almost—” This time I heeded Alexi’s sharp kick and broke off, biting my lip.

      “Almost a cycle, yes,” Demetra said with a creaky laugh. “But almost isn’t enough, is it? The gift is indeed passed on to one’s children. But whether it manifests is a different story entirely. My grandmother was Untouched, as was my daughter. My granddaughter… Well, I shall tell you what became of my little Maroula.”

      Demetra drew her shawl tight around her shoulders and resumed her story.

      “Timo had been distraught when my great-grandmother took her in, and for a time she seemed to want to atone for what she had done. But soon her repentance faded. She grew darker and more bitter with each passing season, taking joy only in her own power. She was an insatiable student, and when my great-grandmother had nothing left to teach her, she left. My grandmother never knew a thing about Timo, for she was still in swaddling clothes when Timo left, and then she died bearing my mother. Soon after my mother came into her powers, Timo returned. She looked as young and beautiful as she had the day she left, nearly forty years before. She had come back, she said, to share a secret with her mentor. She had found a way to extend both her life and power beyond their natural allotments.”

      Demetra coughed in a dry, hacking burst of ragged breath. When the spasm of coughing subsided, she drained her teacup and set it down with trembling fingers.

      Yiayia refilled Demetra’s cup. “Perhaps you should rest.”

      “No. Better to have it out and over with now. I’ve held my silence for too long.” Demetra closed her hands around the cup, perhaps taking comfort from its warmth. “It is possible to bestow one’s own magic upon another, for what was given freely can be freely given away. But it cannot be taken. The magissa who had given over her magic to Timo had indeed done so willingly—for Timo had her hands around the throat of the magissa’s infant daughter. Once the magissa’s power was hers, Timo strangled the babe anyway, out of spite. But just as the tiny girl breathed her last, Timo inhaled, taking the baby’s dying breath into her own body. She felt something change inside. She was just the slightest bit stronger.

      “Timo killed again. This time, she chose as her victim a young woman. A girl, really, one who had just come into her powers. Timo stole the girl’s last breath and found that the effect was greater than it had been with the baby. She killed again—and again, and again. She performed her vile experiment on both magisses and the Untouched, the young and the old, the healthy and the infirm. She found that she could only steal the breath of life from magisses, and that the best effect could be obtained from a mother at the height of her powers.”

      Yiayia’s breath caught in something between a gasp and a sob. I closed my eyes against the tightening of my throat, so acute that it felt like my windpipe had been caught in hot tongs. A mother at the height of her powers—so that was why Skia had gone after my mother first. No doubt she would have tried for me next…but my mother fought her. Mama must have hurt Skia in return, and badly enough that Skia had left without me.

      I opened my eyes and found myself staring into Demetra’s cloudy brown ones. There was compassion in her gaze but also speculation, as if she were taking my measure. I took a deep breath and nodded for her to continue. After a sip of her tea, she went on.

      “Timo assured my great-grandmother that, now that she knew the trick of it, she would only take what she needed. One life every twenty years or so. It seemed moderate enough to her. Women died all the time of hunger and disease and violence. What was one or two more? At least their deaths would serve some purpose, even if that purpose was simply to maintain Timo’s perpetual youth.

      “My great-grandmother was horrified, as you might imagine, but she was fearful, too. She offered Timo her hospitality once more and never said a word against her. Once Timo left, she took my mother and went into hiding, leaving the forests that had been her family’s home for hundreds of years. They fled south, deeper into the mainland, where the great population exchange had left chaos in its wake. In those days, villages once occupied by Turkish peasants were repopulated by Greeks, many of them merchants and tradesmen from Asia Minor, the Pontic Alps, the Caucasus. Even years later, no one knew anyone anymore, and so it was easy enough for my mother and great-grandmother to disappear among strangers.

      “They lived quietly for many years, practicing their craft in secret. Their neighbors thanked God for their good fortune in surviving the famine and slaughter of the German occupation, never knowing that it was my mother protecting them. I didn’t know, either. Not until after, when my Gift awoke and my mother told me that it wasn’t just the Germans that she’d been protecting us from.

      “Magisses all over Greece were disappearing. Some turned up dead, some simply vanished. Those who felt the Moon’s Touch spoke in whispers of a danger, a darkness—a shadow. But no one knew the nature or name of this shadow, no one but us. And so the girl named Timo died, and Skia rose up in her place. Who knows how many of the magisses who died were victims of the Nazis, and how many died to feed Skia's greed? How many simply denied their powers, preferring to live as Untouched? Whatever the cause, by the time the occupation ended, the number of practicing magisses had fallen to barely a third of what it had been. My mother made me promise never to speak of Timo to anyone except to pass the warning on to a magissa of my own blood, and I have kept my promise. Until now.”

      “Why?” I whispered. “What happened?”

      “She came for us.” Demetra’s voice was a wisp of sound. “She didn’t know who I was, just that I had power—and so did my granddaughter. Our wards were strong enough to attract her, but not strong enough to keep her out. She slipped between the cracks like the shadow she was and had her Touch on my daughter’s heart before we even knew she was there.”

      At this, Yiayia reached over and clasped Demetra’s hand, pain seeping into the corners of her eyes and mouth. Demetra’s own lips trembled, and she patted Yiayia’s hand in thanks. But she continued her story without missing a beat.

      “Maroula would have given her power gladly to save her mother. She pleaded with me to concede, but I knew Skia’s ways too well. She would have killed us all the moment our power left us. I thought that Maroula and I together might be able to drive her off. I was wrong.”

      Demetra turned her rheumy eyes on me. I saw no tears there, only a bleak sadness that went on and on, like a bottomless well. I said nothing, knowing it wasn’t me she saw.

      “I lost both my daughter and granddaughter that night,” Demetra said. “My husband turned from me in his grief and drank until it killed him. I have spent the last twenty years in hiding, moving from city to city, exiled and alone, praying each morning that it might be my last, that I might be reunited with my kin. For a long time, I thought God had forsaken me, or forgotten me. But then I came to suspect that I had some purpose yet to fulfill. I had only to wait until that purpose revealed itself to me. And now, I think, it has.”

      Demetra reached out and closed her icy, brittle fingers around my wrist, her grip twisting and pulling at the scars underneath. “My gift has died to embers. My Touch has grown faulty and weak. But these old bones ache at the approach of a storm. She is coming for you.”

      Her hand tightened, her grip still impossibly cold.

      “You are strong, Maiden,” she whispered. “But are you strong enough?”

      

      ﻿

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    

    
      Demetra’s words haunted me. I didn’t feel strong. I felt clumsy and stupid, and a small, treacherous part of me wanted to forget all of it—Demetra, Skia, the ash tree, everything. I wished I’d never gone after Kalothia, never gone to Haroula.

      It was a struggle to get through the day, and the nights were worse. Even Argo and Paris couldn’t help me sleep anymore. Everything was a fog, night and day blurring into a haze of anxiety and exhaustion as Easter drew closer. It was hard to do anything, and I wanted to stop trying. The last thing I wanted to do was go to church in the middle of the night.

      “Remind me why the Anastasi has to be at midnight?” I grumbled as we filed, yawning, into Pyrga’s ancient chapel for the Resurrection.

      Alexi shrugged. “That’s when it happened, I guess.”

      “Hush.” Sotiri scowled at us over his shoulder. “Don’t be disrespectful.”

      Yiayia patted his arm and tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow. Theio Giorgo winked at us.

      I was reluctant to enter the chapel. It would be the first time since my parents’ forty-day service. We usually attended church in Kalochori, as there weren’t enough people in Pyrga to warrant regular services. But on special occasions like the resurrection of Christ, it opened its doors to the natives of Pyrga and the occasional tourist looking to soak up some local color.

      I drew closer to Theio Giorgo as we followed Yiayia through the heavy wooden doors. Inside, the stones were awash in candlelight and flickering shadows that blinked at each other like a thousand pairs of eyes. Did this chapel have a guardian spirit like Asproula? Somehow I couldn’t see it. Maybe a bull or a ram—something wary and watchful, ready to charge down any threat to the flock.

      The shadow-eyes watched us as we sat and listened to the priest’s chanting, and they watched us still as we rose and sang our hymns. The invisible gaze intensified with each kyrie eleison and sharpened to a point as the words of the Christos Anesti echoed through the chapel.

      “Christos Anesti ek nekron, thanato thanaton patisas, kai tis en tis mnimasi zoin harisamenos.”

      Christ is risen from the dead, trampling death by death, and to those in the tombs, granting life.

      And the Paschal hymn to the Theotokos: Rejoice! Your Son is risen from His three days in the tomb…be radiant, O Pure Theotokos, in the Resurrection of your Son.

      We were celebrating the triumph of life over death, a miracle of such awe-inspiring proportions it launched one of the most powerful religions the world had ever seen. I could imagine Mary Magdalene falling to her knees before Jesus, her eyes, red with weeping, lighting up at the sight of her beloved Lord—her friend—returned from the dead. And the Virgin Mary…her joy would have known no bounds. It could have moved mountains, parted the seas.

      For a moment, I hated her.

      Hated her, for having her loved one returned alive, whole—divine, even—when one of my parents was trapped in a tree and the other was…what? Where was Baba, if not in the tree with my mother? Was he at peace, or was he suffering somewhere all alone in the dark?

      Once, when I was maybe five, I got lost at the mall. To this day, I don’t know how it happened. I must have wandered off, but that’s not how I remember it. In my memory, one moment Mama and Baba were right there, giggling over a horrible Christmas sweater my mom had tried on as a joke, and the next they were gone. I was alone.

      Even the echo of that moment made me sweat more than a decade later. Most of what I remembered was physical: the sickening swoop of realization, the ice-cold panic, and the violent, gut-wrenching need to find my parents.

      That echo of loss reverberated and grew with the swell of each hymn until it rattled my very bones. Sweat beaded along my hairline, and for once I was almost glad I didn’t have my unruly mane to contend with. The same instinct that had made me scream bloody murder in the middle of JC Penny as a child was rising in me now, more insistent and urgent than I would have thought possible.

      But my parents were gone. They weren’t just across the aisle, hidden by some clothing racks. They were gone. Vanished from the earth…or into the earth. At least, one of them was. Baba was out of my reach forever. But Mama was near, if not here, exactly. And not Mama, exactly, either, but I would take what I could get.

      “I have to go,” I whispered hoarsely, tugging at Yiayia’s sleeve. “I’m going to be sick.”

      Yiayia felt my forehead and cheeks, frowning, then turned to my uncle. “Giorgo, take her home and put her to bed. I’ll be along shortly.”

      “I can put myself to bed,” I said. “The dogs are waiting for me outside. I’ll be fine.”

      Yiayia frowned again but didn’t protest as I squeezed past her and Theio Giorgo. Alexi caught my arm and raised his eyebrows in question. I shook my head and kept going. I had no time for him, no time for anyone.

      I wasn’t going to bed. I wanted to leave, to run, to seek. I wanted what I could never, ever have again.

      I wanted my mother.
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      The ash tree smelled of my mother’s perfume again. But this time it was just a little too sweet—almost sickly, rotten. The tree looked even more pathetic by moonlight with its wispy, brittle branches and cracked bark. I fell to my knees, then all fours. I lay curled around the trunk of the tree with my face in my hands as I tried to breathe through wave after wave of abject misery. Argo and Paris pressed close against my back and hips, bolstering me against the tumult of grief.

      Gradually, the storm eased, leaving me weak and trembling but calm. I sat up and wiped my eyes. The tree shivered in the night breeze, its branches chittering like skeleton teeth.

      “I’m sorry, Mama,” I whispered. “I’m trying. I don’t know what to do.”

      I sat for a time in silence, absently combing my fingers through the dogs’ hair. Paris laid his head in my lap, and Argo sat still for once. He even let me wrap my arms around him and press my face into his neck.

      He caught Amidra’s scent before I did, though it was I who recognized her as a friend. I tightened my hold on Argo as a growl rumbled beneath my cheek.

      “Did you know?” I asked when Amidra appeared, crouching in the shadow of a juniper tree. “About this shadow—Skia?”

      I watched her for any sign of guilt, though I knew I would find none even if she had known. Yiayia’s warnings against the neraida tapped against my mind, demanding attention. The neraida care little for such human things as honesty and compassion. They serve their own interests. Always.

      But when Amidra answered, I believed her.

      “No,” she said. “Tell me.”

      So, I did. I related to her what I had learned from Kalothia and Demetra. When I finished, she was even paler than usual.

      “I sensed a darkness,” she said. “But I did not know its name or nature. I thought perhaps it was one of the Agnostoi…but this is worse.”

      “The Agnostoi?” Were they some kind of dark creature like a vrykolakas or lykanthropos? “What—or who—are they?”

      “They are to us as we are to the Untouched,” Amidra explained. “Unnamed and unknown. Wholly…other. They are not of the earth, and beyond our ken. But we sense them, at times. Some are benign—so far as we can tell—and some are not.”

      The phrase ‘not of the earth’ caught my attention, and I wondered again if there really were angels and demons. But I had more pressing concerns at the moment.

      “Why is a magissa worse?” I asked.

      “Because a magissa is human,” she said. “And no other creature has a human’s capacity for cruelty. If the power of the Anavlisi should fall into the hands of one such as you describe…we will surely perish.”

      “And if it falls into Kalothia’s hands?” I asked, a hint of challenge in my voice. Amidra didn’t answer. “How does she fit into all this?”

      Amidra regarded me solemnly for a moment, then sighed.

      “Kalothia’s desire for the Anavlisi’s power is born of ambition,” Amidra said. “She thinks she can force the rest of us to accept her as our queen.”

      My jaw dropped. “And she would risk the extinction of your kind just to be top bitch?”

      “Kalothia believes she is strong enough to control the Anavlisi,” Amidra said, her features suddenly sharper, more feral. “She is a fool. The old gods may be dead, but hubris is always punished, one way or another.”

      “She must be working with—or for—Skia,” I murmured. “She stole Kori’s fruit for a mortal. For her. Skia must be weakened or injured.”

      I felt a moment’s fierce pride. Skia may have killed my mother, but Mama hadn’t let the beast leave unscathed.

      Amidra drew closer. Paris inched forward, nose stretched out eagerly, but stopped in his tracks at a cold look from Amidra. She turned her eerie, pale eyes on me.

      “An injured animal is all the more dangerous. Will you do your duty, Maiden?” Her voice was urgent and tight. “Will you defend us?”

      Defend them? Until now, I had viewed Skia primarily as a threat to myself and my family. But of course, if Skia got to me, she would claim the Anavlisi. She would suck it dry, and the xotika would perish. There was no doubt that they needed protection.  But I had doubts—deep, dark, depressing ones—about my ability to protect anyone, much less the entire supernatural population of the mountain. I couldn’t say no, but how could I say yes? How could I make her a promise I wasn’t sure I could keep?

      A wave of despair washed over me, edged with resentment. Everyone’s hopes were being laid at my feet, and I wanted no part of it. Why did the safety of hundreds, maybe thousands, have to be my responsibility? I was just one person. One half-grown, half-trained magissa. How could Amidra—how could anyone—expect me to stand against Skia? Why was it even necessary? What reason did Skia and Kalothia have for ruining everyone’s lives beyond simple greed? The stupidity of it all made the fear and danger all the more unbearable.

      “It’s not fair,” I burst out. “How can they hurt so many people—and for what? Why are people so obsessed with power?”

      “In the absence of anything else to live for, power can become both a means and an end.”

      I shook my head, tears pricking my eyes. What end could be worth dying for? Killing for? Surely there was nothing that could tempt me. Or was there? How many times had I tried in vain to bargain with God, promising that I would do anything—anything—if only I could have my parents back? Hadn’t I blasphemed the Virgin Mary this very night, even if only in my thoughts, for just that desire?

      “Amidra,” I said. “Is it possible to…to bring back the dead? Is there some magic—”

      The look on Amidra’s face stopped me.

      “If it were possible,” she said, “it would be the most unnatural, heinous exhibition of hubris imaginable.”

      My cheeks burned. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean—”

      “I must leave you now,” Amidra said. “Do I have your word, Chrysanthe? Will you protect us?”

      “Yes,” I said, swallowing my shame—and my fear. “I swear it.”

      ﻿

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    

    
      My promise to Amidra reminded me of another obligation, one that I had been neglecting. And so the next morning, Alexi and I set out to see Kori, the drakaina I had befriended so many months ago. This time we went on foot, armed with many layers and waterproof shells against the unpredictable weather. Yiayia had reluctantly sanctioned the trip, agreeing that it was worth following up with Kori on her fruit thief as well as fostering relationships among the xotika. I didn’t argue when she loaded us with protective charms. Kori wouldn’t hurt me, but Kori wasn’t the only dangerous thing out there.

      “Cheer up,” I said to Alexi as we lowered ourselves into the ravine where Kori guarded her tree. “It’s a beautiful day, and we’re visiting a friend.”

      Alexi scowled. “We’re following up an investigative lead with an unpredictable and potentially hostile informant. But, yes, it’s a beautiful day. Wonderful.”

      I laughed. “You’ve been watching too many crime shows. Kori’s adorable. You’ll love her.”

      “Adorable,” Alexi muttered. “Right.”

      Kori was waiting for us, curled around her tree like a cat. A beam of sunlight fell over her face, making her eyes shimmer and glitter like chips of quartz.

      “Hello, Kori. Did you know we were coming?”

      “Yes.” Kori uncoiled in a slow, sinuous move that was like a cat’s or a snake’s. “I hear you, Moontouched. Maiden. Seer.”

      Alexi stiffened as her eyes fell on him. His own eyes flicked to me in question. I grinned in reply and leaned against the ravine wall.

      “I’m sorry it’s been a while. But I’ve brought someone to meet you. Kori, this is my friend Alexi,” I said. “Alexi, Kori.”

      “Ssseer,” Kori said. “Singer.”

      Alexi jerked. “I’m no Singer.”

      Kori drew herself up as if affronted, then stretched out to sniff Alexi’s face. He froze, his eyes wide.

      “No Singer,” she agreed finally. “But Touched.”

      “Yes,” I said. “He’s Touched. He’s been helping me. I was hoping you would, too.”

      “Help?” Kori flowed backward until she was once more curled around her tree. “I help?”

      “I’m just looking for information,” I said. “Can you help with that?”

      “I help.”

      “Thank you, Kori.” I moved closer and laid a tentative hand on her shoulder. “Has Kalothia tried to steal your fruit again? Has anyone else?”

      “No. I guard.”

      I exchanged a look with Alexi. Was that good news or bad?

      “No one has come sniffing around?”

      Kori cocked her head. “Dog sniff. Wolf sniff.”

      I smiled. “I mean no one’s come looking for you or your fruit? No one’s been around here who shouldn’t be?”

      “Amidra come,” Kori said. “She speak. I learn.”

      “Amidra.” Alexi frowned. “The neraida?”

      “She promised she’d look out for Kori,” I explained. To Kori, I said, “What do you learn?”

      “Kindred business,” Kori said guardedly, then brightened. “And wind song.”

      “Wind song?”

      In reply, Kori whistled, an eerie sound full of layered frequencies and hidden harmonics. Wind howled through the ravine, nearly knocking us off the ledge. Alexi seized me and pulled me against him, turning so that I was pinned between his body and the ravine wall. I gasped, both at the suddenness of his action and at his nearness. For a moment I leaned into him, my hands splayed against his chest, aware only of the heat and his hay-and-horses scent. His heart pounded against my palms, calling me back to the tiny hurricane raging around us.

      “Kori!” I shouted. “Kori, stop!”

      The wind died down immediately, and Kori lowered her head as though waiting for a rebuke. “Wind song.”

      “The wind song was great,” I assured her, and Alexi made a strangled sound deep in his throat. I patted his arm and eased out of his grip. “Can you teach me?”

      “Chrysa,” Alexi hissed.

      “Yes,” Kori said eagerly. “I teach.”

      Alexi sounded like he was being strangled again.

      “Another time, I think,” I said hastily. “Thanks, Kori. I’ll be back soon, I promise.”

      Alexi was pale and quiet the whole way out of the ravine. I let him stew while we climbed since I needed my breath and attention for the job at hand. Once we were safely out and back on the trail home, I poked him in the side.

      “You need to relax,” I said. “Kori is sweet. You can’t deny it.”

      Alexi waved away my words. “Yes, she’s a doll. That’s not the point.”

      “Well, what is?” I raised my eyebrows. “Spit it out.”

      “I don’t think you should be learning magic from the xotika,” he said, squaring up like he was preparing for a fight.

      Which he was.

      “Say what you mean.” I poked him again, this time in the chest. “You don’t think I should be learning magic at all. Every time I want to learn something new, you look like I’m about to walk off a cliff.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Yes, you do,” I said flatly. “You’re terrified of magic—and of me. I feel it every time we link.”

      “Leave it alone, Chrysa. You don’t understand.” He looked away, his jaw tight.

      “So explain it to me,” I demanded. “Why do you hate it so much? Is it because Yiayia couldn’t save your mother? Do you hold that against her—against all of us?”

      I knew immediately that I’d gone too far. Alexi went white and crumpled a little, as if something had caved inside his chest. But then he recovered, and the look he gave me was pure poison.

      “That was low,” he said, his voice dangerously soft.

      “I know,” I said with a wince. “I’m sorry. But you can’t deny that you’re not exactly an impartial judge when it comes to magic.”

      “Don’t try to turn this on me,” he said. “You know what Demetra told us. Skia learned her craft from the xotika—”

      “Oh, please,” I scoffed, my contrition evaporating. “You really think it’s that simple? It was the xotika’s fault that Skia went bad?”

      “Of course not,” Alexi snapped. “But magic is a powerful and dangerous tool, and you shouldn’t take that lightly.”

      “I don’t take it lightly.” I breathed hard through my nose, trying to hold onto my temper. “And I’m not Skia. I’m not learning from the xotika alone, with no boundaries or guidance. I have Yiayia. I have Theio Giorgo.”

      He pursed his lips, and a dimple formed in one cheek. The dimple combined with the very-nearly-literal steam coming out of his ears popped the bubble of frustration in my chest.

      “I even have you,” I added gently. “Now, come on. Let’s go home.”
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      I went back to Kori the next day...and the next day, and the next. Soon I could call the wind and make water pool in my cupped palms. Alexi didn’t say anything more about his misgivings, and I didn’t say anything more about learning from Kori. Yiayia knew what I was doing, and hers was the only permission I needed.  I wasn’t trying to keep it from him. I just figured he’d be happier if I didn’t bring it up.

      “Beautiful stars.” Kori curled around her tree, turning over the necklace of dangling, shiny discs I’d brought her. “Tasty stars.”

      I blinked. “Tasty—Kori, wait!”

      Too late. Kori bit off one of the mirrors and crunched it between her stone teeth, humming with pleasure.

      “Tasty stars,” she said again, and looped her tail around my waist. “Beautiful moon.”

      I smiled. I hadn’t intended my gift as a snack, but she seemed to be enjoying it so much I couldn’t be mad.

      “Sing?” Kori’s quartz-and-diamond eyes glittered with eagerness as well as sunlight. “Learn stone song.”

      “Stone song?”

      Kori let out a noise halfway between a whistle and a moan that seemed to rattle and hum at the same time. The stone beneath my feet vibrated and lurched, nearly throwing me off the ridge. Kori’s tail tightened around my waist and steadied me as the stones bucked and rolled until I was standing on a low, rough pedestal.

      “Stone song,” Kori said smugly.

      I gaped at the sculpted stone beneath my feet, fascinated. Then I grinned at Kori, who was wiggling with glee at her accomplishment.

      “Very nice,” I congratulated her. “Are you going to teach me?”

      Kori nodded vigorously, then hissed and swiped at a crow as it landed on one of her tree’s branches. It cawed mockingly, fluttering from branch to branch as Kori pursued it. A chill ran down my spine. That freaking crow again.

      “Kori,” I called. “I have to go. You’ll teach me the stone song later, okay?”

      “Go,” Kori agreed. Bits of flame were dribbling down her chin now, and I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or the crow. “Go.” The crow, evidently.

      It was probably a good idea to go myself before she lost her temper. I stepped into the shadows and out into the sunlight of the alpine meadow, instantly on the alert. Argo and Paris were nowhere to be seen. Other dogs might wander off, but mine would never leave their posts. Where were they? I reached out with my senses, searching for the sparks of connection that marked them in my mind.

      “Over here, child.”

      A woman dressed in simple but well-tailored dark clothes emerged from the shade of a jagged spit of stone and moss, her golden hair pulled back from a face that was old and young at once. Cool blue eyes regarded me with calm interest, devoid of either malice or warmth. I backed away.

      “Where are my dogs?”

      “Your familiars are fine, sleeping like the beastly, hairy babies they are.” The woman waved toward the grove behind her. “My own is watching over them.”

      “The crow,” I said accusingly.

      “Indeed,” the woman said. “My dear Korako has been keeping an eye on you. But never mind him. We need to have a chat, you and I.”

      “Who are you?” I demanded, but the pounding of my heart gave me my answer. I knew who she was.

      The Shadow had revealed herself at last.

      “I’m someone who wants to help you,” Skia said. “That’s all.”

      I gaped at her. “Help me?”

      She smiled and sat on a boulder, crossing one graceful leg over the other. I stared at her, my heart racing as I weighed my chances of getting away safely. I might be able to lose her in the caves, but what if she went back for Argo and Paris? I couldn’t abandon them. A clammy band of panic tightened in my chest. Why had I come out here alone?

      Then again, what could Alexi have done if he’d come with me? Scowl at her, most likely. No, if Skia was here intending to do me harm, better that Alexi be far, far away. Yiayia was the only one who might have a chance at protecting me, and I certainly didn’t want to put her abilities to the test. I shuddered. I was on my own, alone with my amulets.

      Skia gestured to the fallen tree beside me. “Sit, child. I’m not here to hurt you.”

      “Then what are you here for?” I crossed my arms and remained standing.

      “As I said, I’m here to help you,” Skia said.

      “I’m fine,” I said. Figuring it couldn’t hurt to be polite, I added, “Thank you.”

      “Let me tell you a story,” Skia said, her eyes glittering. “And then you can decide.”

      My eyes flicked between Skia and the line of trees where Argo and Paris lay. I could sense them now. They were sleeping soundly, their paws and noses twitching with dreams. They were fine, just as Skia had said. But for how long? Sweat gathered on the small of my back. There was no way I could get past Skia, wake them up, and get away before she did something. My stomach churned. I didn’t even know what I needed to defend myself against. If I got out of this with my life and my magic intact, Yiayia and I were going to have a long talk about the offensive and defensive potential of the Touch.

      “Okay.” I leaned back against the fallen tree, not quite sitting, ready to bolt at Skia’s slightest move. If nothing else, her story might buy me some time. “Tell me.”

      “A wise choice.” Skia nodded in approval. Her smile wasn’t cruel or mocking, just distant. “My story is about a magissa, as you might imagine. She was a girl very much like you, in some ways. She too was strong and determined and full of life. But in other ways—well. Let’s begin at the beginning, shall we?”

      Skia shifted on her perch and laced her fingers together around her knee. “Once upon a time, there was a little girl who loved her mother more than any person had ever loved another. But her father was a cruel, fearful man who could not abide her mother’s magic. Or, to be more accurate, he could not abide a woman who was more powerful than he. He beat the little girl’s mother daily in order, he said, to ‘show her a wife’s place.’ But the beatings did no such thing, as both parents knew.

      “The little girl’s mother was a magissa. She could have protected herself if she chose, but she couldn’t be everywhere at once, and so she endured her husband’s violence so that his explosive cowardice would not fall upon their daughter. The magissa would have lied to her daughter if she could have, but the girl was destined for magic of her own and would have seen a lie as plainly as the bruises on her mother’s face. Instead, the magissa told her daughter repeatedly and very seriously that she was precious and important and loved.

      “The little girl—shall we call her Honor?”

      My breath caught. Honor—Timo. I’d heard the name before, from Demetra. Did Skia know about Demetra? Did she realize that there was someone out there who knew her true name? But she was still talking, her voice smooth and soft, lost in her own story.

      “Honor repeated her mother’s words over and over in the darkness. And though she could never say them loud enough to cover the sound of her father’s fists striking her mother, she said them loud enough to make a difference. When her mother died, Honor knew that her mother had martyred herself because Honor had to be protected, because she was destined for great things. Hadn’t her mother always said so?

      “Honor grew from a young girl into a young woman and learned her mother’s arts on her own, studying herb lore and observing the xotika that roamed the hills surrounding the village. The women of the village began to come to her for potions and charms, or to have their dreams interpreted. Very occasionally, they came for poison. Some wanted the poison for their rivals—or their lovers—and some wanted it for themselves, to slip loose a babe conceived out of wedlock.

      “Honor pitied these women and told herself that she would never be so foolish. Love made people crazy—truly crazy. She couldn’t understand why they all seemed to chase after love like cats after mice. As far as she could tell, there was nothing remotely pleasant or pleasurable about it. She simply couldn’t understand it…until one day, she did.

      “His name was Asen. It was all the more confounding because Honor had known him as long as she could remember. Nothing had changed, and yet everything had changed. When Asen’s father came to their hut to negotiate a betrothal, Honor was so happy, she cried. For the first time in her life, she cried. But her tears dried up when she found that the mother of another girl, who wanted Asen for herself, had been whispering in the ear of Asen’s mother.

      “The woman whispered all kinds of terrible things about Asen’s bride-to-be, and Asen’s mother listened. Nevermind that she herself had come to Honor more than once asking for charms to keep her husband from her bed. Nevermind that Honor had provided those charms and much more—herbs to ease monthly bleeding, herbs to ease the mind, anything Honor could think of to make the woman’s life easier. But, in the end, nothing she did made a difference. A witch was good enough to provide a service, but not good enough to marry into a respectable family.

      “When sickness came to the village, Honor fought back with magic and herbs, but to no avail. The old ones died, then the young ones, then the strong ones. That was when they came for her.

      “When they gathered outside Honor’s door, it was Asen who stood between her and the mob. It was Asen who protected her with his own body from the villagers’ deadly rain of stone. When one too many flying rocks struck his skull and he dropped, pinning Honor beneath him, she didn’t realize what had happened. Not at first. All she felt was his weight pressing her into the ground, as if in an embrace. But when she turned her head to press her lips into his cheek, she found his flesh slack and empty, and she realized what they had done.

      “Lightning struck her father’s house, setting the dry timbers and grasses ablaze. Honor screamed her curses as the flames spread from house to house. She screamed until her voice was gone, and, by the time the flames had died, the villagers were gone. And so was Asen, his body consumed by the flames. All that remained of him was a pile of ashes and a melted, warped bit of copper that he had worn around his neck.”

      I waited with bated breath, enthralled in spite of myself. Each word of Skia’s story struck me like a blow and pulled me close in a strangling embrace. It felt—familiar. Inevitable, as if past and future had forgotten their differences and joined hands for a time. The story could have been mine...could be mine still.

      Skia pulled a necklace from under her blouse and showed me the medallion: a lump of copper secured with gold wire.

      “I keep it as a reminder,” she said softly. “I always knew fear breeds hatred. How could I not, having seen how it was for my mother? I forgot the truth, for a time, because I wanted so badly to love and be loved in return. But people cannot love what they fear, and they will always fear what is different.”

      I waited, but she didn’t say anything more. Perhaps she could see the doubts and fears that bombarded me, wearing me down.

      “You are different, Maiden,” Skia said finally. “But you don’t have to be.”

      I shivered. “You want me to give up my power.”

      “Yes.” She rose and approached me. I let her. “You have more power than any magissa for thousands of miles. Any magissa except for me. No one—no one—knows the burden you bear. Except for me. I promise you, Chrysanthe, these people you’re trying so hard to please will turn on you. They will come for you, as they came for me.”

      “You can’t know that,” I whispered. “Not unless you have the Sight.”

      Skia’s voice was as gentle as the hand she laid on my shoulder. “I don’t need the Sight for this, child.”

      For a moment, I believed her. I was a breath away from falling on my knees and giving her what she asked for. But the branches of a dying ash tree rattled in my mind, and I shook myself.

      “You killed my parents. You really expect me to hand over everything my mother died to protect?” Now I did move, sliding sideways and pushing myself off the tree. “Why do you even want the power if it’s so terrible?”

      “It isn’t the power that’s terrible, Chrysanthe,” Skia said. “It’s wanting what you can’t have that will kill you. I’ve already lost everything, and so the power can’t hurt me, not anymore. It’s all I have left. But you—you want to belong. You want to be one of them. And without the Touch, you can be.”

      “And what then?” I asked. “What about the Anavlisi, and the xotika, and my family?”

      “Your family is safe from me,” she said. At my skeptical look, she added, “The small and frightened and weak say many things about me, but none may call me a liar. As for the Anavlisi…is that your responsibility, really? Let the xotika defend it for themselves, if they can. What right have they to lay the burden on your shoulders?”

      “We all depend on the Anavlisi,” I said. “Amidra said—”

      “Amidra said.” Skia arched one perfect eyebrow. “And do you believe that a neraida wouldn’t bend the truth to suit her purpose?”

      I almost rolled my eyes. How many times had Yiayia warned me that neraida didn’t see morality in quite the same light that humans did? Perhaps Amidra did see me primarily as a means to an end. Even so, I was more inclined to trust Amidra than a murderous, corrupt monster like Skia. Even if the murderous, corrupt monster was making an uncomfortable amount of sense.

      “Did she lie, then?” I asked. “Will the land not fall to ruin if the Anavlisi runs dry?”

      Skia shrugged. “Perhaps, in time. But I doubt you’ll be alive to be bothered by it when or if it does.”

      For just a moment, I considered what Skia was offering me: a life, a future uncomplicated by secrets and supernatural forces. Neighbors who looked at me with acceptance in their eyes rather than speculation and suspicion. They would—what? Like me instantly? Welcome me with open arms, just like that? Not likely. I was still a foreigner and an oddity, magic or no magic.

      And even if they did accept me, could I live with the knowledge that I’d bartered away my birthright—and to my parents’ murderer, no less? Could I live knowing that I’d doomed the xotika and the very land beneath my feet? Even if Skia was right, and the people would eventually turn on me, that didn’t make it right to abandon them and give in to this—this terrorist. I opened my mouth to tell Skia to go to hell, but she lifted a hand to stop me.

      “You want to do the right thing, I know,” she said. “You want to fulfill your duty and protect your people. But hear me: if you don’t do as I ask, there will be consequences. Your people will turn on you in any case, but I intend to hurry the process along considerably. Everything I do to them will be laid at your door even as you try to save them. They will suffer deeply, Chrysanthe, and so will you. But it doesn’t have to be that way. Give me what I want, and after a few decades or so their crops might fail, or they might not. But you and they will live in peace for many years to come. It seems obvious that the path to protecting your people, and yourself, lies in complying with my request. Is it fair—is it right—to put them in danger for the sake of the xotika, who care nothing for you and yours?”

      “You’re the one putting them in danger,” I said, my hands balling into fists. “Not me.”

      She shrugged. “But I’m offering you the choice, and so the responsibility falls to you.”

      The injustice of it burned. A hot wind rushed over me, pulling at my clothes and whipping Skia’s hair into her face. She scraped it back with nails that seemed suddenly sharper.

      “Are you challenging me, Maiden?” Her smile was wry rather than mocking. “Do you mean to kill me?”

      “Maybe I should.”

      I reached for the Touch and, for the first time since I’d burned the crow, tried to call fire. But before I felt so much as a tickle, a wild shriek split the air. Kori slammed into the ground like a meteor. Skia stumbled backward, her composure finally cracking. An expression of pure fury shimmered across her face, and, for a moment, I saw the monster beneath the mask.

      “Beast,” Kori snarled, spewing blue-white fire at Skia. “Thief! Burn. Burn.”

      Skia stepped into the stream of flames, parting the flow like a stone in a river. She raised her hand before her and pushed. Kori backed up a fraction of a step, squealing in rage. I leaped to her side and spread my hands on her back, siphoning the strength from my body into hers as Alexi had done so many times for me. Kori pounded one clawed hand into the ground, then the other, inching forward as if straining against an immense barrier.

      Skia’s eyes widened, then narrowed in a ferocious glare. Abruptly, she stepped back, releasing whatever hold she had on Kori, who stumbled forward at the sudden absence of resistance.

      “You will regret this, Maiden, I promise you.” Skia pointed one long, elegant finger at me. “If you will not give me the power I require, I must obtain it by other means, from other magisses. Some will die rather than cooperate, some will let their loved ones die or lose their homes. Some, if they are wise, will lose only their Touch. Your villagers, too, will feel my wrath. So much loss, Chrysanthe, so much suffering. And it will all be because of you.”

      Skia smiled, her gracious mask back in place.

      “When the mob comes crying for your blood, you will remember that I was the only one who told you the truth, and you will beg me to relieve you of your burden. I am generous, Maiden. I will not refuse you.” She held up a cautioning hand. “But I will not wait indefinitely. You may have two turns of the moon. At the summer solstice, there will be an eclipse. At that moment, when the moon turns red, your time will run out. I will take the power of the Anavlisi for my own…and then I will come for you.”

      Her eyes glittered as she stepped backward into the shadow of the cliffs. “Until then, Chrysanthe, I’ll be waiting.”
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      I stumbled down to the tree line on trembling legs, supporting myself with an arm slung over Kori’s back. The dogs woke, and we spent several long minutes comforting each other. Kori curled around us all, plucking at my hair with her stone fingers and cooing unhappily. Even Argo was shaking like a leaf with fear and confusion. My heart hurt to see my protector, my strength, brought so low. A spark of anger flared beneath my fear and grew until it had—almost—burned everything else away.

      I had spent so much time agonizing over what my parents would want me to do, and what they would do themselves. But they weren’t here to tell me. And, even if they were, I would have to make the decision myself. Skia was coming for me—she wanted my power, my life, my obedience. I had to choose, and I was done pretending to let someone else call the shots. I gave Argo and Paris one last squeeze and pushed Kori away gently.

      “Kori.” I stood and took her face in my hands. “I need to fight her. I’m going to fight the thief. Will you help me?”

      “Help.” Kori bobbed her head eagerly. “I help. I burn. Thief will burn, burn, burn.”

      I smiled and kissed her forehead. “Thank you, Kori. Go home, now. I’ll come back soon.”

      Argo and Paris stood as well, their ears and tails upright and alert like two soldiers waiting for orders.

      “Let’s go,” I told them. “Yiayia needs to know what happened here.”

      Yiayia was waiting for us when we arrived home. She sat on the veranda, her hands folded over the top of her cane, a deep sadness pulling at her head and face and shoulders.

      “Just tell me,” she said.

      I did, and I watched her grow older with every word.

      “So,” she said. “Skia has shown herself at last.”

      “I’m going to fight, Yiayia.” I clenched my fists. “I can win if you show me how.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. You can win the fight and still lose, my love. You mustn’t lose yourself. Violence can too easily turn to malice and corrupt your power.”

      “Yiayia, you said yourself we can’t just wait for her to strike,” I argued. “She’s going to hurt us, any way she can. I have to be able to stop her. You have to teach me.”

      “I said we needed to know what we were defending ourselves against. A magissa’s role is protector and guardian.”

      “They’re my guardians,” I said, pointing to the dogs. “And if they need to protect me, they’ll do it with their teeth.”

      She held her hand up to forestall further protest. “I’m not saying you’re wrong…but I can’t teach you what I don’t know. I was trained in healing and warding, not combat.”

      I blinked. “So…what do I do?”

      “You must learn everything you can,” Yiayia said. “However you can. You have already learned to summon water and wind. The next step is to conquer fire.”
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      “Heat,” Kori reminded me. “No fear, no anger. Only heat. Only power.”

      I was in the meadow crouched in front of a pile of sticks and bits of dry moss. I was trying—and failing—to call fire, and it wasn’t an activity Kori would condone anywhere near her precious tree.

      “Right.” I rubbed my hands together and extended them with my fingers spread toward the pile. “Just heat. No fear.”

      I tried to do as Kori told me. But a two-hundred-year-old witch who had killed dozens, maybe hundreds, of magisses was out there somewhere plotting my demise while I sat and played with sparks. I had plenty of fear—in fact, I had little else. Every time I reached for the fire, the memory of Skia’s ice-blue eyes snuffed it out in a puff of cold dread. Instead of a campfire, I saw the inferno that had devoured my home and my parents.

      “It’s not working,” I said, rocking back on my heels. “How can I get at the energy without the emotion? The only time the fire came, I was frightened.”

      “Wind blows,” Kori hissed. “Lightning strikes.”

      I stared at her for a moment, nonplussed, but then realized what she was getting at.

      “But the wind doesn’t cause the lightning.” I sighed and rubbed my eyes. “If fear didn’t let me call the fire, what did?”

      “Desire. Need.”

      I frowned. “For what?”

      “Life.”

      This time I didn’t try to ignore the fear but let it in. I heard the roar of flames as my parents burned, the screaming of sirens, and my own agonized wailing. I let myself dwell on the memory of Skia and the threats—the promises—she had made just a few days ago. My gaze fell on Argo and Paris, who watched me from atop a jutting boulder, safe from any accidents. Skia could have killed them. She’d wanted to play nice, to manipulate me, but next time she wouldn’t bother. Next time she wouldn’t hesitate to crush the heart of anyone who got in her way. She’d had me at her mercy then, and, unless I figured this stuff out, she’d have me at her mercy again. She could hurt me, kill me, play with me—she could do whatever she wanted, and I’d be powerless to stop her.

      Skia had killed my parents, and she’d threatened to do the same to me and to the family I had left. She thought she was sure to win. Either I would give her what she wanted, or she would take it, secure in the knowledge that I was too afraid or too weak to stop her.

      Something inside me balked. Afraid? Yes, I was afraid. But was I weak?

      “No.” My fingers twitched. “No.”

      Skia might come for me, for my family, but where she expected a lamb, she would find a wolf. I would fight her to the last beat of my heart.

      I shuddered, rocked by a wave of raw need—for life, for survival, just as Kori had said. Heat raced down my arms and exploded out of my palms in a rush of flame. I barely managed to raise my hands in time. The fireball exploded into the campfire and reduced it to a cloud of floating, curling flakes of black and orange. I darted forward and gave the area a thorough stomping to kill any lingering sparks.

      Kori trilled in approval and leaped into the sky, apparently unwilling to leave her tree unattended now that I’d accomplished what she’d set out to teach me.

      “Bye,” I called, whooping. I was laughing, buzzing with exultation. My fire stomping turned into a kind of war-dance as I chanted, “Yes, yes, yes, yesyesyesyes.”

      “Chrysa?”

      I spun, a wild grin still plastered across my face. “Alexi, did you see?”

      His jaw tightened. “I saw.”

      I brought my hands together and focused hard, trying to recreate the sensations that had let me access the fire inside me. But slowly, slowly—not so much—yes! Flames pooled and jumped in my cupped hands, one moment almost dying out and the next surging upward as if trying to escape. I bit my lip, struggling to bring the fire under control. A bead of sweat ran down my nose and fell into my hands. It disappeared with a sizzle.

      I’d done it. I’d tamed fire and now held it my hands. I had mastered it, and it couldn’t hurt me anymore. Relief, pride, glee—they all rushed through me, making me giddy.

      “I did it.” I thrust my hands at Alexi, the flames wobbling and twisting in my excitement. “I did it!”

      But Alexi moved away, his eyes fixed on the fire in my hands. A muscle in his jaw twitched. I let the flames flicker away and lowered my hands.

      “What’s the matter with you?” I asked. “Why are you looking at me like I spit in your coffee?”

      “What’s the matter with me?” Alexi’s brows shot up in disbelief. “What’s the matter with you? What do you think you’re playing at?”

      I gaped at him. “I’m not playing at anything.”

      “What are you doing, conjuring fire?” He flung a hand at the charred mess that had been my campfire. “You could burn the whole meadow!”

      “Good thing I can also conjure water, then.”

      I smiled, hoping to lighten the mood, but my hopes were dashed when he scowled and snapped, “You have to take this seriously, Chrysa. Magic is dangerous.”

      God, he could be such a buzzkill. Couldn’t he just be happy for me, for once? Couldn’t he be proud?

      “You think I don’t know that?” I glared right back at him. “Of course it’s serious. Of course, it’s dangerous. Why the hell do you think I’m out here throwing fire around? Were you asleep when I was telling you about Skia and her plans to wreak havoc on us all?”

      “No, but—”

      I cut him off with a sharp gesture. “But nothing. She caught me off guard, and I just stood there like an idiot. I could have died. She could have killed me at any moment, and I wouldn’t have been able to do a thing about it. I have to learn to do more than heal scrapes and make flowers grow, Alexi.”

      “But why should you have to?” Alexi demanded. “Why should you have to risk yourself every day just to learn these things that may not be enough to keep you alive? Wake up! Everything you’re trying to learn to do, Skia already knows and has known for literally a hundred years.”

      “I have to do something. I have to be able to defend myself,” I cried. “I don’t have a choice.”

      Alexi gripped his hair with both hands. “You’re wrong. You’re just wrong. You do have a choice. You’re just too proud to see it.”

      I shook my head and turned away with my hand raised. “So help me, Alexi, if you tell me to leave Greece—”

      “Just listen.” He grabbed my hand and spun me around. “I’m not saying you should leave forever. But what if you went back to America just for a while, until we can get this sorted out?”

      I let out a sharp breath through my nose. “Sorted out how? If I don’t stand a chance against Skia, what do you think you’re going to do?”

      “I can’t do anything,” he said. “But there are other magisses who have been or will be or are being threatened by Skia as we speak. You can’t take on Skia yourself, but maybe a united force of skilled, experienced magisses can.”

      I jerked my hand out of his grip. “You think we haven’t thought of that? I’ve already discussed this with Yiayia. She’s putting the word out to as many magisses as we can find. But whatever force we come up with will be stronger if I’m a part of it, if only to provide raw power. I’m staying. End of discussion.”

      “It is not the end of the discussion.” He seized my arm and pulled me back as I turned away. “You have to—”

      “Stop it.” I ripped my arm away once more and slammed the heel of my hand into his shoulder. “Stop telling me what I have to do, what I shouldn’t do, what I can’t do. I decide what I will do. I will choose my fate.”

      He reached for me again, his hands cupping my face like a vice. “You idiot, don’t you know what fate is? You can’t choose it. And you can’t see it—but I can.”

      “What are you talking about?” I wrapped my suddenly cold fingers around his wrists. “Alexi, what have you seen?”

      “Too much,” he whispered. “Too many possibilities, too many paths.”

      “So it isn’t fixed,” I said, hope rising in my chest. “The future can change.”

      “The future can,” he said. “But fate…I don’t know.”

      My grip tightened on his wrists. “What is my fate?”

      “Blood,” he said, closing his eyes. “Blood and fire. A light that consumes you from the inside until it burns away.”

      Fear curled around my spine. “What are you saying? I’m going to die?”

      “I’m saying that I don’t want to find out.” He released me and turned away, his head in his hands. “I don’t always know exactly what my visions mean. Most are faceted. Fractured into possibilities and probabilities. But some are sharp and whole, and I know they’re true. They always come to pass. I don’t know if you’re going to die, not for sure. But I do know that you’ll suffer more than you can possibly imagine.”

      “I know that already,” I said bitterly. “Skia was kind enough to inform me.”

      “You don’t know.” When Alexi turned back to me, his face was pale and drawn, his gaze tortured. “You think you know, but you don’t. You can’t.”

      I spread my hands. “What do you want from me? If your visions always come true, you know I won’t leave. You know I’m going to fight. Why are you doing this?”

      “Because maybe this time is different,” he exploded. “Because maybe I can change things. Because I don’t want to be right.”

      I stared at him. What was there to say? He was so broken, his face like cracked glass. I moved closer and put my arms tentatively around his waist. He stiffened, his chest and abdomen hard as oak. I flushed with shame at my boldness and started to pull away. But then his arms came up to circle my shoulders. My heartbeat stumbled for several beats, tripping and staggering along in a confusion of relief and pleasure. I leaned my head into the hollow of his shoulder and let his warmth soothe the fear clenched in my back.

      “I have to tell you something,” Alexi said. “About your scars.”

      I pulled away, perplexed. “What about them?”

      “I know you asked Nouna about them.” He looked down, then away, refusing to meet my gaze. “And she wouldn’t tell you.”

      “She said it wasn’t her secret to tell,” I said, a seed of suspicion growing.

      “She was protecting me,” he said softly. “Because I was too much a coward to tell you that I was the one who gave you those scars.”

      This time he was the one to pull away. But I held onto him, trying to comfort him even as I struggled to decipher the roiling in my stomach. Was it anger, hurt, betrayal—or curiosity? This had to be why Alexi had always been so resistant, so afraid my magic. After everything I’d seen, I couldn’t believe my scars were the result of any normal fire.

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked.

      “Because you need to understand,” he said. “You think I can’t know what it’s like to have your magic, but I do. I had that power, once. Even as a child, I could call the wind and raise the earth. But it wasn’t until they tried to take you away that I learned to call fire.” He looked down, and I saw the scared, heartbroken little boy he once had been—the boy he still was, deep inside. “I almost killed you, Chrysa. They said it was time to say goodbye. I only meant to hold your hand a moment longer—but I couldn’t let go. I lost control. The fire came, and I couldn’t stop it. You were screaming, I was screaming. But your mother—she screamed loudest. I still hear it at night when I can’t fall asleep. I can still smell—”

      He broke off, shuddering, then looked back at me. Gingerly, he took my hand and pulled up my sleeve to reveal the scars on my arm.

      “I’m afraid,” he admitted. “All the time. I hear the Singers in my dreams, telling me what is, what was, and will be…and I see it all here, in your skin. It terrifies me.”

      “I know,” I said, my heart aching for him—for us both. “I’m scared, too.”

      I’d been haunted by the mystery of these scars, frustrated and afraid of what they meant, why I’d never gotten the whole story. And here was Alexi, my mirror image, bowed and broken under the weight of the knowledge I had long been denied. Where I saw light and redemption in my magic, he saw death and darkness cut through with fire. We were two sides of the same coin, the same story.

      “I’m not trying to tear you down, or add to your troubles,” Alexi said. “But I have to try. Isn’t that what you’ve been saying all along? That you have to try, even though you know you can’t win?”

      “But I can win,” I said, pulling away slightly so I could see him. “Whatever Skia throws at me, I can take it.”

      A sad smile ghosted across his lips. “I believe you. And I believe in you, whatever you may think. It’s just—night after night, it’s all I see. And maybe all the blood and sweat and tears will be worth it in the end. But what if it’s not? So much blood, Chrysa, and I don’t think you really understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      He traced the line of my jaw with gentle fingers and then stepped away.

      “You’re not the only one who’s going to bleed.”
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      Litsa all but bounced onto the bus a week later, her dark curls practically vibrating with excitement. She threw herself onto the seat beside me and shook me by the shoulders. Despite the weight of guilt and fear I’d been carrying around, I had to laugh.

      “Guess what?” she asked, then waved the words away. “No, don’t guess, you won’t be able to.”

      “What?” I asked, curious now. “What happened?”

      “Do you remember that summer theater program I applied to? The one in America?”

      I gasped. “You got in?”

      “Yes!” she squealed. “They’re providing a full scholarship and everything. There will be agents and scouts recruiting for television and film and modeling and—and—oh, this is going to change my life, I know it!”

      “Litsa, that’s so great.” Warmth filled my chest, chasing away the chill that Skia had planted there. I hugged her. “You’re going to be amazing.”

      “I can’t believe it,” she said, tearing up despite her laughter. “Part of me really thought I wasn’t good enough, you know?”

      “Oh, I know,” I said. “But you told that part of yourself to shut the hell up. Right?”

      Litsa beamed. “Right.”

      Litsa’s good mood was infectious, and we joked and laughed all day as if neither of us had a care in the world. Even a bombed history quiz didn’t bring me down. If anything, it was kind of nice pretending that a bad grade was all that I had to worry about.

      My good mood vanished when I came home to find Theio Giorgo sitting on the couch with his head in his hands. Yiayia sat beside him, rubbing his back even as tears streamed down her cheeks. Paris rushed forward to lick Theio Giorgo’s face and ears, whimpering in distress at the palpable grief in the room. Argo stayed beside me and leaned against my hip.

      “What happened?” I asked, alarmed, and let my book bag drop to the floor.

      Yiayia opened her mouth to speak and seemed to choke. She tried again, and this time the words came clearly.

      “Haroula is dead.”

      I sank into a chair. My first impulse was to ask how it had happened, but I shut my mouth before I could speak. Skia had killed her, there was no doubt about that. The particulars didn’t matter. The look on Theio Giorgo’s face… Had I looked like that, staring into the flames that killed my parents? Had I worn that wretched, warped mask of pain? I might have. I only remembered a roaring in my ears and a sense that the world was crumbling around me, burying me. Theio Giorgo looked like he might be feeling something like that.

      And it was my fault.

      “It’s not just Haroula,” Yiayia said. “Maro and Kanta Papaioannou are missing.”

      Theio Giorgo shuddered and seemed to sink deeper into the couch. “We need to do something.”

      “Go with Chrysa,” Yiayia said. “Take the Ikouros and extend the wards around the house. The pasture camp, too.”

      Theio Giorgo nodded and stood slowly, as if struggling against an immense weight pressing him down. We left the house in silence. The Ikouros was waiting for us in his usual spot on the garden wall.

      “Wardssss?” he hissed, flowing off the wall and up the arm I stretched toward him.

      “Yes,” I said. “Yiayia says you’re to help me.”

      The Ikouros hissed again, unhappily this time.

      “He doesn’t usually leave the boundariesof the home,” Theio Giorgo explained dully. “But that’s sort of what we’re doing—establishing new boundaries.”

      We began with the woods surrounding the property, pausing at points north, south, east, and west of the house. Each time, I sank into a trance and, under the guidance of the Ikouros, called on the magic of the earth and the Ikouros himself to protect our home. At each site, I anchored the ward with an iron key buried in the soil or under a pile of rocks. Warding the pasture camp was more difficult, as the wards had to be erected from scratch rather than merely extended, and I was wrung out by the time we were finished. It wasn’t only the mental and physical toll of using the Touch. Guilt and shame dragged at every step as if trying to pull me into hell where I belonged. I stumbled to my knees and stayed there, unable to make myself rise. The Ikouros hung limp around my neck, seemingly as tired as I was.

      “What is it, koukla?” Theio Giorgo said, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head.

      “Skia offered me a choice,” I whispered. “What if I chose wrong?”

      “You didn’t,” Theio Giorgo said firmly. “If you had stood aside and let Skia take your magic and take control of the Anavlisi, what do you think would have happened? Do you think she would have been satisfied? Would she have stopped preying on other magisses?”

      “No. It’s just—she said that people will suffer because of me. Even Alexi said—he said—” I lifted my head. “What if something happens to you or Yiayia? Or Theia Anna, or the kids?”

      Theio Giorgo was silent for a moment, then said, “If Alexi says there are hard times coming, we have to believe him. But that doesn’t mean you can’t make a difference. You’ll learn, and you’ll grow, and you’ll protect as many people as you can. You made the right choice, and you can see it through. You have to believe that. If you don’t, if you doubt yourself, you will certainly fail.”

      “But what if—”

      Theio Giorgo nudged me with his foot. “What if we went home and ate our dinner before it gets cold?”

      “Nouno, I’m serious,” I said, getting to my feet. “It’s one thing to risk myself, but I made the decision for you, for Yiayia, for everyone.”

      “You did,” he acknowledged. “Because the choice was offered to you. Not to me, not to Yiayia, not to anyone else.”

      Argo growled in agreement and stepped on my foot as he shoved his nose into my palm. “Magissa.”

      “Guardian,” Paris confirmed.

      Theio Giorgo snorted. “Out of the mouths of malingering, flea-bitten babes.”

      “Be nice,” I said automatically.

      He sighed and rubbed a hand over Argo’s head. “You’ve opened your heart to these mongrels, and they can see what lies inside more clearly than any human could. If you won’t listen to me, listen to them. They know what you are. A guardian. A magissa.”

      I sniffed and straightened my shoulders. He was right—they all were. I was a magissa…and I would do my duty.
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      My muscles burned as I powered up the steep slopes. The air was crisp and clean past the tree line, but thin. I was used to it by now, and it was a relief to lose myself in running, to leave all of my many worries behind me and race into the sky.

      It was a relief not to think, for example, about the chemistry test that I hadn’t studied for, or the college acceptances that might—or might not—be showing up any day now. Or the fact that I wasn’t sure I cared anymore about either. Faced with matters of literal life and death, academic concerns weren’t carrying the same weight they once had.

      What would my parents think of my slipping grades—slipping from not that high to begin with—or my lack of attention to my future? Would they understand? Would they be proud of what I was trying to do? Or would they be appalled that I was throwing away everything I’d worked for and throwing myself headlong into mortal danger, to boot?

      “Stop it,” I muttered to myself, and shook the sweat from my eyes.

      “Stop,” Argo agreed, and slowed to a deliberate hunter’s tread.

      I did the same and stiffened when I caught the scent that had alerted Argo. Death. Putrefaction. And something else…

      Paris and I followed Argo off the path and into a grassy gully. We rounded a hillock of stone, and my stomach clenched in protest at the sight—and smell—that awaited me. I covered my mouth and nose with my hand as I inspected the mangled corpse of a sheep. Its neck was twisted at an impossible angle. All that was left of its throat was a few bits of tattered flesh. Its entrails were scattered several feet behind it in ribbons on the flattened grass. Its hide was ripped to shreds, the flesh laid bare in deep, wide gashes. Bile rose in my throat. What could possibly have inflicted such wounds?

      Argo and Paris circled the carcass, whuffling and sniffing industriously. Argo growled low in his throat, disturbed and angered by what he smelled. The scent was foreign—and dangerous. Something none of us had ever encountered before.

      A new scent, a familiar one, met us on the breeze. Argo and Paris turned as one to face Bilal, who appeared a moment later at the top of a grassy ridge with another dog beside him. Paris’s tail began to wave, but neither Argo nor Paris moved except to place themselves between me and the newcomer.

      “Their replacement,” Bilal called with a smile, keeping a firm hand in the dog’s scruff as they approached. “I call him Vlakas.”

      I snorted. The word meant something like ‘fool’ or ‘idiot.’ I tried to return Bilal’s smile, but I was on edge.

      “As you can see, he’s not doing the best job.” Bilal motioned to the carcass. “It’s odd, though. Wolves usually don’t leave any trace when they make a kill. They eat everything, you know, down to the hooves. It’s more likely feral dogs, but I haven’t seen any sign of them.”

      “Yes,” I said blandly, though the hair rose on the back of my neck. “That is odd.”

      Vlakas lunged again for Argo and Paris, yapping in plaintive excitement, and Bilal hauled him back.

      “Go on with you,” he said, and pushed Vlakas back toward the flock until he got the idea and ran back to join his pack. Bilal cleared his throat. “I was hoping to see you again, Chrysa.”

      I twitched in surprise. “Why’s that?”

      “Something’s going on,” he said, “and I want to know what it is. Giorgo is scared of something—terrified—but he won’t tell me a thing. He made me promise not to leave the pastures—but not because he thought I would leave the flocks unattended, I’m sure of it.”

      I winced. Almost the same exact words were in my mouth only months ago. I hadn’t liked the feeling of being kept purposely in the dark any more than Bilal did. But what could I tell him? Not the truth. He’d think I was insane. Or worse, that I was mocking him.

      “I’ve asked you before,” Bilal said softly. “I’ll ask you again. Please don’t make me beg.”

      “Bilal, I’m sorry.” I spread my hands. “I don’t want to lie to you, but I can’t tell you the truth.”

      “Will you at least tell me—is Giorgo in trouble?”

      I laughed bitterly. “Yes. We all are.”

      “Then let me help,” Bilal cried. “I’d do anything—”

      “I know.” I held up a hand. “You’re a good man, and a good friend. But there isn’t anything you can do.”

      Bilal looked away, his jaw clenched and his fists tight on his staff.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “He does trust you, I promise. Can you trust him, too? He’s doing his best.”

      “I guess I’ll have to trust him, won’t I?” Bilal said softly. “He’s given me no other choice.”

      He turned and walked away without another word. I watched him go, hating myself for doing nothing and for having done nothing to resist Skia. I wasn’t stupid; I knew I didn’t have the skill or experience to take her on. But was that a good enough excuse to just sit around and wait for her to strike? I had less than two months until the eclipse. I should be doing something. But what?

      Paris nuzzled my hand. “Learn. Grow.”

      “I know,” I murmured, stroking his head. “I’m trying.”
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      “What are they doing?” I asked Theia Anna.

      She looked out the window to the square, where Panteli Apostolou and little Teli were bent over and working on something I couldn’t see. Theia Anna squinted at them for a moment, then laughed.

      “They’re tying a string to a scarab beetle.”

      “What?” I laughed too, surprised. “Why?”

      “Oh, it’s a game we used to play when we were young,” she explained. “You tie a string to a scarab beetle, and it flies around with you like a pet.”

      Charmed, I leaned closer to the window. “Look, there they go.”

      Teli set off down the sidewalk with a proud little strut, and I could just make out a tiny flash of sunlight on an iridescent shell.

      “What’s this?” Theia Anna asked, and I turned to see her opening the package I’d carried the seven kilometers from Pyrga.

      “Oh, it’s pickled cauliflower,” I said. “I thought you could use some more. The last batch sold pretty quickly.”

      “Oh!” Theia Anna turned bright red and turned away. “How kind.”

      I frowned. “Theia? The stuff I brought last time did sell, didn’t it?”

      “Well—no.” Theia Anna sighed and faced me. “I never put them out.”

      “Why?” I asked, more puzzled than offended.

      “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but a lot of people have fallen ill in Kalochori,” Theia Anna said. “And many of them seem to be my customers.”

      I blinked, still not getting the point. “Okay.”

      “And I know your grandmother has been teaching you what she knows about plants and such, but you haven’t been at this as long as she has…”

      I didn’t get a chance to respond. The shop door opened, and Litsa entered with a deep furrow of worry in her brow and Paris at her heels. She looked so distressed that Theia Anna didn’t even object to Paris’ presence.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, hurrying forward.

      “My grandmother called,” Litsa said. “Mama is sick. She asked me to pick up some medicine before coming home.”

      “Of course,” Theia Anna said. “What do you need?”

      “Something to stop vomiting,” Litsa said. “And fever.”

      I rolled my eyes at Theia Anna’s surreptitious look at my pickled vegetables. If I’d messed up the preservation process, it would have resulted in botulism and a quick death, not a stomach flu. I smiled at a sudden memory of my father explaining the effects of botulism in gruesome, enthusiastic detail as my mom canned beets from our garden. She had pretended to ignore him, but I could see the smile she’d been trying to hide.

      Litsa reappeared, pulling me away from the memory, and I pushed away a flash of unease mingled with relief as I realized that the pit of grief for my parents had begun to close without me realizing it.

      “The bus isn’t coming for another hour,” Litsa was saying.

      “It’s a long walk,” Theia Anna said. “Are you sure you’ll be alright?”

      “Tourists walk the trails all the time,” Litsa said. “I want to get Mama her medicine.”

      “It will be dark before you get there,” Theia Anna fretted.

      “I’ll go with you,” I offered. “We can make it before sundown if we leave now.”

      I was one hundred percent—okay, ninety-nine percent—certain that whatever was wrong with Litsa’s mom wasn’t my fault, but Skia’s threats echoed in my mind. Maybe I could help. But Theia Anna was right to worry. We could probably make it to Milia before sundown, and I didn’t like the idea of Litsa out in the woods alone.

      “I suppose…” Theia Anna said. “Are you sure you won’t wait for the bus?”

      “We’ll be fine, Theia,” I said. “Argo and Paris will protect us. Won’t you, boys?”

      Argo whuffed from the door, which he had pushed open with his massive head.

      Theia Anna smiled at him for once. “Go on, then, and hurry.”
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      Litsa was quiet as we left the shop. I tried to distract her, but what did I have to say that didn’t involve magic and wouldn’t require me to lie? The thought brought on a dark mood of my own, and we walked in silence until we came to the trail head outside town. As we approached the trees, Argo raised his head, sniffing, and rumbled deep in his chest. I knelt in front of him.

      “What is it?” I whispered. “Is something wrong?”

      He grumbled again. I reached out to him with my mind. I sensed no fear or warning, just discontent and a vague unease.

      “Everything okay?” Litsa asked.

      “Yeah,” I lied. “Just a thorn in his paw.”

      We set off once more as the day faded into dusk. With every step, Argo and Paris became more agitated, whining and snuffling my hands and milling about uncertainly. I clutched at the filakto in my pocket. Was I imagining that the iron beads were warmer than they should be? Sweat gathered beneath my arms and at the small of my back. This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have encouraged Litsa—we should have waited for the bus.

      When Litsa made to leave the road, I pulled her back.

      “An extra couple of kilometers won’t set us back that much,” I said. “Let’s stick to the road.”

      Litsa laughed, the line of worry in her forehead finally easing. “I wouldn’t have thought you of all people would be afraid of the dark.”

      “I’m not.” I hesitated, then continued, “But Argo and Paris are upset about something. There might be something out there.”

      “Don’t blame them.” Litsa grinned, wagging her finger at me gleefully. “Admit it! You’re afraid of the dark.”

      “If I say yes, will you stay on the road?”

      “Oh, no,” Litsa said, pulling me into the trees. “I’m enjoying this too much.”

      I growled under my breath, blinking rapidly. The dogs’ emotions and senses were leaking into my own, making it hard to think. The wind was against us. We couldn’t smell the danger, but it was there—a tiny sound, like the snapping of a small dry bone and a damp coldness on the wind that touched my neck, dripping like saliva. It was coming.

      I stopped and wrapped my arms around myself, shivering. “I’m serious, Litsa. Something is wrong.”

      Finally, she turned back. I winced as the light from her phone cut into my eyes. I blinked away a swarm of black spots and reached out with my Touch, trying to find the threat.

      “What is it? Are you sick?” Litsa peered at me worriedly.

      I tried to hear my thoughts over the overwhelming sense of danger clanging against my skull and ribs.

      “No—yes, I—”

      “Okay,” Litsa said, taking my arm again. “Okay, let’s get you back to your aunt. Mama can wait, she has her own mama to take care of her.”

      My mind quieted somewhat as we hurried back up the path with Paris in the lead and Argo bringing up the rear. They were silent now, though I could feel their urgency with each footfall. Whatever was out there was still a threat. Was it one of the lykanthropoi Amidra had warned me against, or could it be a vrykolakas? I couldn’t say. But at least we were moving.

      At last, we left the trees and emerged onto a stretch of deserted road, gray-washed and fuzzy-edged in the descending dusk. Argo and Paris paced behind me, their eyes and ears on the forest. So were mine. We’d made it. I should feel safe. And yet my skin crawled with the sensation of being watched.

      “There we are,” Litsa said, chafing my hand. “Better?”

      I tore my eyes away from the jagged silhouettes of the trees and nodded, muttering, “Let’s keep going.”

      “I am sorry,” Litsa said. “I didn’t—”

      Paris shrieked. I staggered under the weight of his surprise and pain. I didn’t know a dog could make a sound like that. Argo snarled, a deep, guttural sound that raised the hair on the back of my neck. They both disappeared into the brush and I couldn’t see. Litsa was shouting and yanking on my wrist, her fingers slick with sweat.

      “Run,” Litsa cried. “Chrysa, we have to run!”

      “But—”

      I cast an anguished glance over my shoulder. Argo and Paris were moving farther and farther away, snarling and crashing in the woods as they fought with something huge and malevolent that met my Touch like a hurricane of black fury. Litsa hauled on my arm again, and I shook myself. Argo and Paris had teeth and claws; Litsa had nothing.

      “Right,” I said. “Run.”

      We fled, Litsa straining to keep up on her short, round little legs. I adjusted my stride to hers, ignoring the voice inside screaming at me to run. Litsa wheezed beside me, her breath coming in short, unsteady gasps. She was hurting—she never moved faster than a leisurely stroll if she could help it.

      “Chrysa,” she panted. “Can’t…have to…stop.”

      “We can’t.” I grabbed her elbow as she slowed and tried to pull her forward. “We have to—”

      “Chrysa!”

      Shrieking, Litsa dug her heels in and pointed, her eyes so wide I could see the rising moon reflected in them. I whipped around with my hands up, palms facing out. Calm. I had to stay calm, or the fire wouldn’t come when I called.

      Any chance at calm was lost when I saw what waited in the road: an enormous black figure the size of a pony, at least, hulking yet somehow lanky at the same time. Saliva dripped from a long, pointed muzzle. Black lips peeled back from jagged fangs longer than my fingers. Pointed ears swiveled back and forth, no doubt listening to the battle between my dogs and its rival, another lykanthropos. Cold, nauseating terror pooled in my stomach.

      “Litsa,” I said in a low voice. “Back away—into the woods. I’ll hold it off.”

      “Hold it off?” Litsa squeaked. “With what?”

      “Never mind that,” I snapped. “Just go.”

      “But—”

      “Go!”

      Litsa whimpered once, then fled. I turned my attention to the lykanthropos and took a steadying breath. My Touch was there, ready at hand, ready to be directed, but I fumbled as I reached for it. Fire jumped to my hands and died in the next breath, over and over. The lykanthropos growled deep in its throat as if laughing at my weakness and crouched to spring.

      “Come on,” I muttered. “Fire. Fire.”

      This time, I managed a spurt of flame that reached beyond my fingers. But it wasn’t enough. The burst of light had distracted the lykanthropos momentarily, but it was already recovered and stalking toward me. My bones turned to water as I realized that I had no weapons and no dogs to protect me. I had nothing.

      Or did I? Yiayia’s voice rang in my ears: Even the strongest of the xotika will bend to your will. I had done it once, with Kori, and again with the crow. But Kori was a child, and the crow just a bird. Could I hold a monster like this?

      I would have to.

      The lykanthropos was only feet away. It reared up on its hind legs, towering over me, and I crouched in response. I could do this. And if I couldn’t, I was at least going to go down fighting.

      “Be still,” I shouted. “Se prostazo—I command you. Be still.”

      The lykanthropos froze, its arm stretched back in preparation for a killing blow. Sweat poured down my face as I struggled to hold the monster in check. The lykanthropos was strong, so strong, and its mind thrashed against my own, fighting to break free like the wild thing it was. But I had it. Relief and fierce pride raced through my veins as I realized that I was stronger. I was going to win.

      But then a rock whizzed by my ear, and my concentration broke. With a roar of rage and triumph, the lykanthropos wrenched free and lunged. Not at me—at Litsa, who had returned despite her fear and was standing not three feet behind me. The lykanthropos collided with Litsa, knocking her flat.

      “No!”

      I put all the power I had into the command, and the lykanthropos rolled away with a yelp of surprise. It gave another, louder cry of pain as Argo crashed into its side, snarling, a whirlwind of teeth.

      “Go,” I cried, still pushing with my Touch. “Get away from here!”

      The lykanthropos ran, howling. Argo followed for a few steps, snapping at its heels, but returned quickly, alternately growling and whimpering. In the back of my mind, I felt his anxiety—and Paris’ pain. They had driven off the other lykanthropos, but Paris had been injured.

      But Litsa was hurt, too. I’d been too late. I staggered forward and dropped to my knees at Litsa’s side, my hands fluttering over her bloody form.

      “Oh, no, no, no…”

      Argo whined and pawed at my arm. He got up, took a few steps back down the road, then returned, whimpering, to my side. Somewhere out there, Paris lay alone, hurt and frightened. He needed me—but I couldn’t leave Litsa.

      “Go,” I told Argo. “Go to Paris. I’m coming—soon.”

      Argo loped away, leaving me alone with Litsa and her injuries. I laid my shaking hands on her chest and took a breath.

      “I can do this,” I whispered. “I can.”

      I poured my magic into her, knitting torn flesh, burning away infection, and bursting clusters of inflammation as Yiayia had taught me—but she had taught me using the small, everyday injuries of farm life, nothing like the cavernous wounds splitting Litsa’s flesh down to the bone.

      I pulled my hands away. I’d done all I could. But was it enough? Litsa’s breathing had steadied, at least, and the wounds on her face had closed, leaving behind shiny pink stripes of new skin. Tears stung my eyes as I gently touched the scars marring the once smooth skin. Maybe Yiayia could do something with those, but I hadn’t the skill. She could be disfigured for life, and it would be my fault. But before she could be disfigured for life, she had to live. She still hadn’t woken up.

      Argo was back, pawing at me and whining. Paris needed me, and I couldn’t do anything more for Litsa. But what if I left and she woke up, alone and covered in blood? I chewed my lip, torn, then cupped my hands and concentrated. My palms grew moist and slick. Water pooled in my palms, cool and fresh, then fell through my fingers onto Litsa’s face.

      Nothing. I tried again.

      “Come on,” I muttered. “Please.”

      Argo took my elbow in his mouth and growled. I pushed him away and, with a silent apology, gave Litsa a sharp slap across each cheek. She gasped and jerked, her eyes fluttering open. For the briefest moment, Litsa’s eyes flashed, the dark brown overwritten with ice blue and an echo of cawing laughter. Cold dread flooded my stomach. Skia’s promises coiled around my throat like a noose, rough and heavy and inescapable.

      “It’s okay,” I muttered. “It’s okay—”

      Litsa screamed.

      “Litsa!” I caught one of her flailing arms and tried to snag the other one as she pummeled my chest. “It’s me! Argo—easy. Easy.”

      Argo ignored me, his eyes fixed on Litsa. His muzzle wrinkled. His hackles rose. An almost hysterical snarl ripped from his chest. I let go of Litsa, intending to grab him instead, and her nails caught me across the face. My yelp of pain put Argo over the edge. He lunged at Litsa, teeth bared. I threw myself forward, colliding with his ribs just in time. Litsa rolled away, shrieking.

      “Argo!” I bore down on him with my will and my body, pressing him into the ground. Once he lay still, I got up and pointed firmly away. “Go back to Paris. Now.”

      Argo slunk away, his tail tucked close against his legs. The look he cast over his shoulder was like a punch to the gut. I felt like a monster. My poor boy had been pushed tonight beyond endurance. His brother lay bleeding in the dark, and I, his pack leader, had—in his eyes—been attacked. He had done what he was supposed to do. He had tried to protect me.

      “What did you do?” Litsa touched the blood on her face, her whole body shaking like a leaf. “What did you do to me?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “It was—we had an accident. Let me—”

      “Your dog attacked me,” she shouted. “You call that an accident?”

      “Litsa, Argo didn’t do anything. It was—”

      “Don’t lie to me.” Litsa’s eyes were wild in the moonlight. She backed away, shaking her head over and over. “Everyone said you were crazy, and I defended you. I stood up for you. I thought we were friends.”

      “We are,” I said desperately. “Just let me explain—”

      “There’s nothing to explain.” Tears flowed down her cheeks, mingling with the sticky smears of blood. “They were right about you. You’re dangerous. A freak.”

      “Litsa—”

      “Stay away from me.” The words were almost unintelligible, distorted by her heaving, sobbing breaths. “Never come near me again—never.”

      She turned and ran, staggering up the road as if drunk. I stared after her, motionless, until she disappeared from sight. My breath caught on a sob of my own. My chest was tight, my throat closing up. I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe—

      Something warm and wet touched my hand, jerking my thoughts out of their spiral. Argo whined and took a step back, his head and tail low.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, my voice ragged. “I’m coming. I’m sorry.”

      Argo led me to a narrow gully where Paris lay. I slid down the embankment and knelt beside him, running my hands over his body, as I had Litsa’s. Her face flashed in my mind, twisted with disgust and betrayal. I pushed the image away. Paris needed me. A deep gash ran across his ribs and onto his flank. I didn’t think any major arteries had been torn. Blood was seeping rather than gushing, and it had already started to clot. But there was something wrong with his head. His mind, when I touched it with my own, was dim and cloudy, laced with a thread of nausea. He was cold—he was going into shock.

      My mind whirled. My breath came fast. My magic was dangerously depleted after healing Litsa. Did I have enough to heal Paris, too? I had to. If I didn’t help him now, he’d die.

      “Help me,” I whispered. “Please—someone help me.”

      But there was no one to hear me. No one to help. I was alone.

      I laid my hands over Paris’ wounds and began to pray.
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      How long we sat in the road, I couldn’t tell. Paris was breathing quietly now, but he was still dangerously weak, his blood moving sluggishly in his veins. I had closed the wounds along his ribs and flanks and tried to raise his blood pressure, ease the swelling in his brain…but it wasn’t working. He needed more healing, more help, more skill, and I couldn’t give it to him. I was utterly spent.

      Argo lay beside his brother, his head resting on Paris’ neck. A tear ran down my cheek. I despised myself for my weakness, my ineptitude. Yiayia could heal him, but Yiayia wasn’t here. I had no strength left to stand, never mind carry Paris all the way to Pyrga. All I could do was sit and wait for him to recover…or to die.

      But then Argo sat up with a sharp “woof” of warning. A moment later, the glare of headlights split the night. I winced and raised a hand to shield my eyes, hardly daring to hope. I had no idea how I was going to explain why I was sitting in the road clutching a dying dog, but I’d endure any amount of suspicion or ridicule if it came with a pair of helping hands and a ride home.

      The car—no, truck—rumbled to a halt just ahead of us, its lights still blazing. A door slammed, and a figure strode toward us. I squinted, my eyes watering. But then the figure called out, and relief flooded me. Even Argo gave a hesitant wag of his tail.

      “Alexi,” I breathed.

      “I’m here,” he said, kneeling on Paris’ other side. “What can I do?”

      “Help me with Paris,” I said immediately. My voice cracked. “I can’t lift him.”

      “Are you hurt?” he asked, running his hands over my head and shoulders. “Can you stand?”

      “I’m not hurt.” I tried to sound reassuring, but my voice was thin and weak, raspy with exhaustion. “Just—drained. I tried to heal him. I tried…but I’m so tired.”

      His hands came to rest on my shoulders, and I gasped as his strength flowed into me. I gripped his shoulders in return, steadying myself against the rush.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “We need to get Paris home. Whatever’s still wrong with him…I don’t know how to fix it. He needs Yiayia.”

      “Whatever you need,” he assured me, and pulled me to my feet.

      Together, we lifted Paris into the bed of the truck. Even with the infusion of Alexi’s strength, my muscles trembled. I ran a shaking hand over Paris’ head as Alexi spread a blanket over him. Argo curled up next to him, silent and watchful, anxiety rolling off him in waves.

      “It’s okay,” I told him. “Everything will be okay.”

      Alexi and I jumped in the truck, and he put it into gear.

      “How fast?” he muttered to himself. At my look, he explained, “I want to get there quickly, but I don’t want to jostle him. I don’t know…”

      I reached over and squeezed his knee. “Just do your best. I trust you.”

      “What happened?” he asked as we started up the road.

      “How did you even know?” I returned. The lykanthropos, Litsa—I didn’t want to talk about that. Not yet.

      He grimaced. “I was in town running errands for Baba. I got the most awful feeling, then my filakto started burning. I ran right out of the bank.” He offered a weak smile. “I’ll catch hell when I get home. I left all the money on the counter.”

      “Sorry,” I murmured, unable to return the smile.

      “Will you tell me what happened?” he asked gently.

      I closed my eyes. My throat was tight and hot, my eyes throbbing with unshed tears. But he deserved an explanation.

      “It was lykanthropoi,” I choked. “Two of them. Litsa and I were walking home. Argo and Paris knew something was wrong. They tried to tell me, and I didn’t listen until it was too late. There were two of them. Argo and Paris ran one off, but it hurt Paris. The other one…it got Litsa. It knocked her out, and when she woke up, she was confused. She thought it was Argo who attacked her. She said—”

      My throat closed. I turned away, staring out the window so that Alexi couldn’t see my tears. He took my hand and held it while I cried. When I was able, I wiped the tears from my cheeks and took a breath.

      “It doesn’t matter what she said. She ran off, and I had to let her go. I had to help Paris.”

      “You did,” Alexi said, squeezing my hand. “He’s going to be fine. Nouna will fix him right up, you’ll see.”

      I nodded mutely, praying that he was right. We rode the rest of the way in silence. I held his hand in both of mine, and he didn’t try to take it back. When we reached the trail to my grandmother’s house, Alexi parked and  bounded up the slope like a deer. Theio Giorgo was with him when he returned, and they carried Paris up to the house while Argo and I followed behind, helpless and afraid.

      Yiayia was waiting on the porch. She held the door open and waved them inside to the kitchen. Alexi and Theio Giorgo laid Paris on the table and stepped back to make room. I moved to Yiayia’s side, wringing my hands.

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “Just rest, koukla,” Yiayia said gently. “You’ve done enough.”

      “Did I do it right, though?” I whispered. “Did I hurt him?”

      “You did better than anyone could have expected,” Yiayia said. “Don’t be afraid, my love. Just sit and let me work. But pay attention.”

      Theio Giorgo pushed me into a chair and pulled up two more. He and Alexi sat on either side of me, and Argo leaned against my legs. I watched with my heart in my throat as Yiayia went to work, running her hands over Paris’ body and murmuring to herself. Her magic tugged at my own. I followed it, my Touch melding with hers. She carried me along with her as she found each lingering pocket of damage, pulling here and pushing there, bringing the intricate systems of Paris’ body back into balance. The haziness in his head cleared, and his blood ran freely again. His heartbeat steadied and strengthened, and his breathing grew deeper until at last, he slept.

      Argo got up and reared up to put his front paws on the table as he whuffled around Paris’ ears and mouth. His tail began to wag. I sagged with relief, leaning into Alexi as his arm came around my shoulders. Theio Giorgo patted my knee and rose.

      “I’ll get out of the way,” he said lightly. “Well done, Mother.”

      “I’m glad you approve,” Yiayia said with a wry smile.

      Theio Giorgo left, but not before giving Yiayia a hug and Paris a gentle pat. Yiayia gave Argo another few moments to assure himself of Paris’ wellbeing, then gently nudged him off the table.

      “That’s quite enough of your dirty paws, dog,” she said.

      Argo returned to me and pressed his huge head into my stomach. I leaned down and kissed him, then rose to do the same to Paris. Yiayia patted my back.

      “He’ll sleep through the night,” she said. “And a good bit of the morning, most likely. But he’ll be just fine.”

      “Thank you, Yiayia.” I hugged her tightly, then reached for Alexi. “And you, Alexi. If you hadn’t come…”

      “But I did,” he said. “And I always will.”
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      I thought I wouldn’t sleep that night, but I did—helped along by my own exhaustion and one of Yiayia’s tinctures. I slept like the dead, but when dawn came, I wasn’t ready to face it. Paris was safe and well, thanks to Yiayia, but my work wasn’t done. I had to see Litsa, talk to her, explain…somehow.

      Litsa wasn’t on the bus, though. Maybe she had stayed home to rest? I certainly wouldn’t blame her if she had, but I was anxious to talk to her and make sure she understood that it wasn’t Argo who had hurt her. Skia had messed with Litsa’s head somehow, and she’d had plenty of raw material to work with. I could only imagine how terrifying it must have been for Litsa to wake up covered in blood, with a dog lunging at her face. She’d been injured, confused, frightened—and her last memory must have been of a canine behemoth attacking us both. It wouldn’t have taken much for Skia to push her over the edge.

      But I could fix this. I’d explain that Argo hadn’t hurt her. I’d tell her the truth, mostly. He and Paris had been defending us from the creature—I wouldn’t tell her what the creature was, of course—that had been slaughtering sheep. I’d go to her house after school and undo the damage Skia had done. Litsa was my best friend. She’d believe me.

      But when I got to school, I found that Litsa hadn’t stayed home after all. There she was, sitting at her desk with her head in her hand, her hair a curtain over her face. A surge of relief swept through me as I rushed to her side. She didn’t look up.

      “You’re here! I was worried—”

      “I believe I asked you not to speak to me,” Litsa said, her voice soft.

      “I know last night was…intense. But you don’t understand. Argo didn’t—”

      “I understand very well, thank you,” Litsa said coldly, finally meeting my gaze.

      She lifted her head and pulled her hair back to reveal three long, shiny, pink scars that ran across her forehead and cheek, all the way onto her neck. Ice flooded my stomach. What had seemed like thin silvery lines in the moonlight looked angry and raw in the light of day, twisting and pulling the skin around her eyes and mouth into a lopsided grimace. I’d managed to close the wounds, but she’d carry the marks of my inexpert healing for life.

      Elena appeared and slipped a protective arm around Litsa’s shoulders. “Perhaps it would be best if you kept to yourself, Chrysanthe.”

      I recoiled as if struck. “Litsa—?”

      The classroom grew crowded as students poured into the room and found their seats. I ignored the bodies jostling me in the narrow aisle and waited for Litsa to come to my defense, as she always had. She said nothing, her eyes fixed resolutely on the desk before her.

      “You realize, don’t you, that those dogs will have to be put down?” Vaso slid into the desk behind Litsa’s, her voice prim. “It’s only right. Look at what they’ve done to poor Litsa’s face—and her future.”

      My throat and chest tightened. Litsa’s theater program—the scouts, the recruiters. It was supposed to be her big break. What would she do now?

      “Think of it as an opportunity,” Toula suggested brightly. “You can get another pet, maybe something therapeutic.”

      Panic replaced my recriminations in an instant.

      “No one is touching my dogs,” I snapped. “They didn’t do anything.”

      “Good luck proving that,” Toula said, rolling her eyes. “The evidence is right there on Litsa’s face.”

      “That wasn’t—”

      Litsa finally spoke. “Stop it, Chrysa. I’m not an idiot. I know what happened last night. Argo attacked me.”

      “Litsa, those scars are weeks old.” I swallowed hard, forcing bile from my throat. Skia’s hold on her mind was stronger than I’d thought. I had to try a different tactic. “Argo didn’t attack you last night. You wanted to take the shortcut through the woods, remember? It was dark, and you tripped. You fell and hit your head, that’s all. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. You must have gotten a concussion or something. You’re confused.”

      Toula snorted. “No scars yesterday, scars today—I don’t think there’s anything confusing about that.”

      “Ask any doctor,” I insisted, hating myself for twisting the truth. “Injuries bad enough to leave scars like that don’t heal overnight.” I held up my left arm. “I should know.”

      “Where did they come from, then?” Vaso demanded. “Scars like that don’t appear overnight, either.”

      Whispers and mutters passed among the students listening in. I raised my voice to cut over the noise—and to make sure everyone heard me as I stabbed my only friend in the back.

      “They didn’t appear overnight.” I forced myself to shrug. “It’s no secret that Litsa loves makeup. She always wears it—a lot of it. But she’s not wearing any today, is she?”

      Litsa reddened, tears filling her eyes. I bit my lip. Though my stomach rolled with self-loathing and my throat clenched so tightly I could barely breathe, my eyes remained dry. I didn’t deserve the release of tears.

      “You should see a doctor,” I told Litsa. “Concussions are no joke. Yours must be pretty bad if you can’t remember where those scars came from or why you’ve been hiding them all this time.”

      I slid into my seat and bent over my book, trying in vain to shut out the debate and speculation that buzzed around me. Most of the students’ attention was on Litsa or on their own discussions, but one pair of eyes burned into the top of my head. I looked up and met Elena’s gaze, daring her to make one of her too-nice comments. But she said nothing. She only frowned at me, thoughtfully, then turned around and reached across the aisle to squeeze Litsa’s hand, leaving me as close to tears as I'd yet come.

      The rest of the day passed in a blur of misery punctuated by scraps of gossip delivered in hushed tones. Some of it was about me, some about Litsa. The old stories about her family resurfaced, and most seemed to think her scars were a testament to her father’s supposed criminal background.

      I was used to people speaking unkindly about me, but it made me sick to see and hear such casual cruelty turned on Litsa, who had done nothing to deserve it. Guilt weighed me down like boulder on my chest. Litsa was an innocent in all this, and I’d thrown her under the bus without a second thought. But Argo and Paris were innocent, too. If Litsa’s story was believed, someone—maybe the police, maybe some well-meaning neighbor—would shoot my dogs and get a pat on the back for it. What I’d done to Litsa was terrible…but I would do it again.

      I had always thought Litsa deserved better than me. Now I knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that I’d been right. Skia’s manipulation might have been undone in time. The fear and distrust she’d sown in Litsa was a flimsy thing, built on lies and panic. But this…this was real. My betrayal was as solid and cold as iron, and it would stand between us forever.

      I called Theio Giorgo at the first opportunity and told him to hide Argo and Paris in the mountain pastures. After school, I went straight for the nearest shadow gate and moved through the caves as quickly as I could with my bulky backpack. As soon as I emerged into the sunlight, Argo and Paris charged through the brush and launched themselves at me like two barking, wiggling bombs of exploding hair and tongues and teeth. They pinned me to the ground, pummeling me with sharp-nailed feet and ignoring my repeated commands to “Get off me, you lunatics!”

      Finally, I managed to find my feet and push them both away so I could inspect Paris’ wound. I’d gotten to Paris just in time last night. I thanked every star in the sky that I’d had enough magic to—mostly—close the wound and ease the swelling in his brain. By the time my magic ran dry, he was at least able to make it home. Yiayia had picked up where I left off, mending torn muscles and burning away any trace of infection. He seemed entirely recovered. There didn’t appear to be any swelling or tenderness around the scar, and he moved easily, though I thought his panting was just a bit too heavy to be from excitement alone.

      “You’ll do.” I dropped a kiss on Paris’ nose and ruffled the fur around his ears. “Let’s go!”

      I left my backpack where it had fallen and headed into the trees. I wanted to run, but I was wary of letting Paris overexert himself. It was nice to stroll quietly through the forest, weaving between the trees and ducking under tangles of vines. The canopy seemed to shelter us from the pain and awfulness of the day.

      We came to rest atop a cliff overlooking the valley, and I sat in the lush grass. The long ribbon of the Mati shimmered far below, and the canyon was blanketed in green. Wind tickled my neck and whispered in my ear, so alive that I wondered if some spirit or neraida was playing tricks with me even though I sensed none nearby.

      But I did sense Alexi’s approach long before he arrived, just as the sun touched the horizon. Was it my own Touch, or was it scent or sound—Argo and Paris’s senses mingling with my own? I hardly knew anymore; I was so attuned to both the Touch and the dogs. The realization might have made me proud if it hadn’t been for last night’s terrifying reminder of my shortcomings as a magissa—and as a friend.

      “I thought I’d find you up here,” Alexi said, settling down beside me. “I heard about what happened at school.”

      I picked at a blade of grass. I couldn’t look at him. “She still thinks Argo attacked her. They were talking about putting him down.”

      “I know,” he said.

      “God, it’s such a mess,” I said, my breath hitching. “This is all my fault. Litsa could have died!”

      “It is not your fault,” Alexi said firmly. “You saved her.”

      “And ruined her future,” I countered. “She wanted to be an actress. Have you ever seen an actress with scars like that?”

      Alexi squeezed my hand. “The scars would have been a lot worse if you hadn’t been there.”

      “You told me this was going to happen,” I whispered. “You knew. You tried to tell me, and I didn’t listen.”

      “You did your best,” Alexi said, his eyes full of mingled pain and understanding.

      I closed my eyes, unwilling to accept his compassion.

      “It wasn’t enough, though, was it?”
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      “I need to talk to you.”

      Elena planted herself in front of me, blocking my escape from the festering hell-pit that school had become without Litsa. Rumors of my supposed pyromania had resurfaced, this time embellished with hints of violence and suppressed rage. The stares, the whispers, the invisible pressure of otherness…it was unbearable. But I had to bear it if I had any hope of going to college. That future was slowly slipping away, and I couldn’t let it.

      “I need to get home,” I told Elena, avoiding her eyes.

      “The bus won’t be here for another fifteen minutes,” she said firmly. “You have time.”

      “What, then?” I leaned against the wall, my arms crossed.

      Elena regarded me for a moment, nibbling her lip, then squared her shoulders.

      “Are you and Alexi together?”

      “What?” I gaped at her.

      “Are you with Alexi?” she asked, then added, as if I might not have understood, “Are you dating?”

      I had to laugh. Of all the things I had to deal with right now…

      “It’s not funny,” Elena snapped. “I don’t want him to get hurt—and people seem to get hurt around you.”

      That shut me up. I pushed myself off the wall and stepped around Elena. But she moved with me, her hand on my wrist.

      “If you care about him, you’ll leave him alone,” Elena said fiercely. “He probably wants to save you from whatever your issues are, but you don’t have to let him.”

      Though she was almost certainly referring to my supposed delinquency rather than death threats from a murderous sorceress, Elena’s words hit too close to home. I jerked my wrist out of her grasp. Guilt and anger flared, then cooled abruptly at a surge of anxiety and confusion that wasn't my own.

      I frowned. “Excuse me.”

      “We’re not done.” Elena reached for my arm again, but I’d already left her behind.

      Outside, another wave of fear pulsed inside me as I strode across the courtyard and into the road. A group of boys stood in a circle, jeering and pointing at something I couldn’t see. A sharp yelp cut through the noise. I broke into a run and plowed into the crowd, yanking and shoving boys out of my way.

      Paris and Argo stood flank to flank, their teeth bared at the boys, all of whom were armed with rocks and sticks. Trembling with rage, I yanked the nearest stick out of its bearer’s hands and threw it away. My power flared, and another boy yelped as if stung and dropped his stone. It fell to the ground in a shower of pebbles. A third cursed over a splinter in his palm.

      The dogs rushed to my side, their heads and tails low. I soothed them as best I could while checking them over for injuries. Paris had a small scrape on his nose, but otherwise they seemed unharmed. But they were distraught, and ashamed. They didn’t know what they’d done wrong, why these boys were attacking them, but they knew they’d disobeyed me.

      My heart clenched. I should have locked them up or used the Touch when I commanded them to stay out of sight. I should have kept them safe. I took a deep breath and stood, then advanced on a boy who stood slightly ahead of the others.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      “Oh, here we go,” Vaso said, rolling her eyes. Somehow, she, Toula, Elena, and Litsa had made their way to the front. “Chrysanthe Markou, savior of strays.”

      “What are you doing to my dogs?” I demanded again.

      “Your dogs?” The boy flushed, his free hand tightening into a fist. “My family has lost nearly a dozen sheep to your dogs.”

      “Malakyes.” Fury prickled over my skin like an electric field. “Bullshit! What in the world makes you think they had anything to do with your sheep?”

      The boy stroked his chin in a parody of deep thought. “Hmm. For two weeks we keep finding our livestock mauled by wild animals, and now what do I find but two slobbering, snarling beasts? I can’t imagine what they might have been up to.”

      “You think dogs are the only things that could have killed your sheep?” I demanded. “You’re an idiot.”

      “Of course it was dogs,” the boy spat. “Wolves don’t leave uneaten corpses lying around. Which you would know if you were actually from here.”

      I winced but didn’t back down. “Even if it was dogs, it wasn’t these dogs. So back off.”

      “I don’t see anyone else letting their dogs run wild.” The boy gestured broadly, then continued, his voice low but vibrating with intensity. “You stupid bitch. You’re not in America anymore. Those are not fluffy lap dogs for you to cuddle and pet. They’re working animals. But you’ve taken them from their work, and now they’re out of control. They’re killing our livestock. They attacked that girl. They’re a menace to everyone—and so are you.”

      I stared at him, seething, too angry to speak. In the silence, the crowd of students shifted and scuffled as if fighting against a physical tension. I caught a glimpse of Litsa, hovering on the fringe, hugging herself. Finally, someone spoke.

      “Let’s all just calm down.”

      Elena reached out to take the boy’s arm, but her eyes were on me—on my hands, which flickered with tiny, brief bursts of flame. My heart leaped into my throat. I took a breath. Calm. I had to stay calm. Paris crept to my side and licked my wrist.

      “I’m going,” I said. “Move. Please.”

      “They’re not going anywhere,” the boy said, jabbing his finger at Argo and Paris.

      Paris’s muzzle wrinkled in an uncharacteristic snarl.

      “Paris,” I said. “Down.”

      He lay down. An idea struck, and I went with it.

      “Stand.”

      He stood.

      “Sit.”

      He sat. I lifted my chin and looked the boy in the eye.

      “Does he look out of control to you?” I asked.

      The boy flushed and tightened his grip on the stick in his hand. I let out a sharp breath through my nose.

      “Argo,” I said. “Bring me that stick.”

      Argo lunged forward and wrenched the stick away with a single jerk of his head. The boy stumbled backward into the arms of his comrades and gaped at me, wide-eyed. I took the stick from Argo with one hand and smacked it into the other like a baseball bat. The crowd drew back as I approached, Argo and Paris at my heels. Wind stirred the dust at my feet into small, swirling eddies.

      “You understand, I hope, that these dogs will do what I say. Whatever I say.” I spoke softly, holding onto the fire inside me by the finest of threads. “I’ll tell you one more time. Get out of my way.”

      The wall of faces suddenly shifted and thinned as student after student slipped away. Elena gave me a hard, piercing look before she, too, turned and left.

      Once she was gone, I dropped to my knees and threw my arms around Argo and Paris. My limbs trembled with the aftermath of fear and anger. The twisted lines of hatred on the boy’s face flashed across my memory, even deeper and uglier than they had been in real life. Tears pricked my eyes. I squeezed them shut and pulled Argo and Paris closer.

      “I won’t let them hurt you,” I whispered. “I promise.”

      “Promise,” Paris agreed. “We promise.”

      “Guard,” Argo huffed, and took my jaw in his mouth. “Always.”
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      “An angel! An angel from heaven, come to earth.”

      I gaped at Panteli Apostolou, who had just crashed into Theia Anna’s shop. He reeled from the door and into a chair as if drunk, his face contorted with emotion—but whether that emotion was fear or rapture, I couldn’t tell.

      “Baba, what are you talking about?” Theio Mitso rushed to his father’s side and caught him before he tripped over a chair. He eased Panteli into it and knelt beside him. “What’s happened?”

      “I have seen an angel, I tell you,” Panteli shouted, and waved a hand that nearly caught Theio Mitso in the face. His head lolled on his shoulders as he squinted at each of us in turn. “I can’t see—nothing but her. Beautiful—so beautiful. She laid her hand on me and I was young again. I was strong again.”

      I bit my lip. An angel, huh? I had an unpleasant suspicion as to the identity of this angel. It would be just Kalothia’s style to mess with a poor old man.

      “Kyrie Panteli,” I said tentatively. “Do you remember—”

      Panteli jerked, catching sight of me for the first time.

      “Demon!” he screamed. “Witch! Daughter of darkness—death of us all—”

      I flinched, realization and horror washing over me. It was Litsa all over again. Skia was turning the town against me, just as she’d promised.

      Panteli gasped and slumped forward, into Theio Mitso’s arms. Theia Anna was already on the phone, presumably with whatever emergency services were available in Kalochori, her face pale.

      “What—” Alarmed, I stepped forward to help, but Panteli twitched at my approach and moaned again.

      “Get back, Chrysa,” Theio Mitso said sharply. “I don’t know what you’ve done, but just—get back.”

      “It’s not your fault, koukla,” Theia Anna whispered to me, her hand over the receiver. “But perhaps it would be better if you went home. Let us deal with this.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered. “You’re right. I’m sorry—”

      I backed out of the shop, but I didn’t leave. The wailing of sirens told me an ambulance was already on its way. I let out a sigh of relief. I hadn’t been sure there even was a hospital in Kalochori. If they’d had to take him to Ioannina…

      I crossed the street and settled on a low stone wall surrounding one of the ancient oak trees that dotted the square. No matter what Theia Anna said, I didn’t feel right leaving, even though there wasn’t anything I could do. Yiayia might be able to help, but there was no way to get her here in time, and the chances of Theio Mitso letting her rather than a doctor tend to his father were slim.

      What could I do to help? I drew my knees up and rested my chin on them, pondering, hoping inspiration would strike. I was still pondering when the ambulance arrived. They loaded Panteli into the van amid a crowd of concerned or nosy onlookers. Theio Mitso climbed in after him, leaving Theia Anna wringing her hands. Evangelia clung to her mother’s apron, her face stricken. But where was Teli? I hopped off the wall and scanned the crowd, wishing I had Argo and Paris, not only to back me up but also to lend me their senses.

      There! A small figure moved with purpose, pushing and wiggling against the crowd. He popped out on the other side and took off at a trot. I ran after him, my stride lengthening with each footfall. I should have overtaken him quickly, but he was moving at an uncanny speed for such a small boy. He disappeared around a corner just as I made a grab for the back of his shirt. But when I rounded that same corner, he was gone.

      Fear washed over me. Had Kalothia taken him? Someone had—but no, I was almost positive Kalothia couldn’t penetrate so far into civilization. She might have caught Panteli on the outskirts of town, but she couldn’t have taken Teli. Skia, then. To what purpose? What did she want with a little boy? The answer came to me with surprising ease: to punish me. To make me—and my family—suffer.

      The last thing I wanted to do was go back to Theia Anna’s shop with news like this, especially when she had expressly asked me to leave. But I couldn’t keep news of a kidnapped child from the child’s own mother.

      I hurried back to the shop and found Theia Anna interrogating the neighbors. I pushed my way through the crowd and caught her arm.

      “Not now, Chrysa,” she snapped, fear sharpening her tone.

      “I saw Teli,” I said, and she whirled toward me.

      “Where is he?” she demanded.

      “I saw him running up the road,” I said. “I’m sorry—I tried to catch him, but he turned a corner and I lost him.”

      Theia Anna sagged, a hand on her forehead. “Panagia mou. Someone’s taken him—oh, God—”

      “Wait.” I nudged her and nodded toward Evangelia, who was biting her lip and squirming. “Eva, do you know something? Did Teli say something to you?”

      “He said he could find the angel Papou saw,” she said tremulously. “So the angel could make him better.”

      Theia Anna cried out, aghast. “Why didn’t you say something, child? Why didn’t you stop him?”

      Evangelia burst into tears. “We wanted to save Papou!”

      “The doctors are going to save Papou. He’s going to be fine.” Theia Anna tried to gather Evangelia into her arms, but the little girl was in hysterics. “Eva, really! Calm down—Chrysa, call Mitso, would you?”

      She shoved her phone into my hands and hustled Evangelia inside. I closed my eyes for a moment in dread, then shook myself and opened her recent calls. Theio Mitso was right at the top. I tapped his name and raised the phone to my ear. He answered after the second ring.

      “My love, I don’t know anything yet—”

      “Theio Mitso, it’s Chrysa,” I said quickly. “We have an—an emergency here. I think you need to come back.”

      There was a pause at the other end, then, “What’s happened?”

      “Teli’s gone,” I said, cringing as the words left my mouth. “Evangelia says he went looking for the angel.”

      Theio Mitso swore. “Alright, I’m coming. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      “I could start looking,” I offered. “I can take the dogs and—”

      “No.” Theio Mitso’s voice lashed through the receiver. “No. You’ve done quite enough, Chrysa, thank you.”

      He hung up. I stared at the phone, trying to decipher the meaning behind his words. Did he think it was my fault Teli had gone? Was he under Skia’s influence like Litsa and Panteli, or was this anger all his own? I already knew he and even Theia Anna had believed what people said about me, that I was disturbed and violent and whatever else. This town had been picking over my reputation like vultures, right from the start. How long until they came for me, as Skia’s neighbors had come for her?

      No. I couldn’t start thinking like that. If Yiayia were here, she’d counsel compassion. And she’d be right. It wasn’t Theio Mitso’s fault that Kalothia had used his father to hurt me. I needed to keep them safe. More specifically, I need to keep Teli safe. I’d get the dogs, find Teli, and bring him home. I would protect him.
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      After a careful search around the edges of the town, Argo caught the scent and took off with me and Paris on his heels. He plunged off the road and down into a deep gully, and Paris and I dove after him. My feet nearly slid out from under me as I scrambled down a steep slope covered in slick, stiff grass. I’d expected to head up to the peaks where I last saw Skia, but Argo led us down, down, down, deep into the gorge. The sound of the river grew louder in fits and starts, sometimes rushing at us, bouncing off stone, and sometimes muffled by leaves and moss.

      Argo slowed when we came within sight of the river, sniffing and searching in the mist and clambering over the slick rocks. The terrain grew ever more treacherous, but Argo pressed on, and Paris and I followed.

      Argo paused as we came to a wide-mouthed cave shrouded in the river’s fog. A foul odor—rotten fish and cave mold mingled with blood—hung in the air, detectable even without the dogs’ sense of smell. Paris nudged my hand and whined.

      “Right,” I said, swallowing. “Let’s get on with it.”

      We moved cautiously into the cave, alert for any sign of danger or ambush. As we turned a corner, I stumbled.

      “Holy shit,” I croaked.

      A wave of putrid stink so thick it nearly choked me rolled off a monster streaked with grime. Scales were scattered across the creature’s vaguely feminine torso and hips, growing closer and thicker until they swirled together into a serpentine body and tail. Dull black hair fell, lank and greasy, around a face that might have been called beautiful if not for the crusted dirt and blood and the cruel set of its full lips.

      Teli hung limp in her grasp, his little head lolling to one side like a doll’s. Clawed hands squeezed and prodded his limbs as if testing for tenderness. Saliva dripped from yellow fangs as the creature smiled. Argo snarled, showing his own formidable teeth, and the creature screeched in reply. Paris took his place at Argo’s shoulder, hair on end. I put a hand on Argo’s neck to hold him back.

      “Let him go,” I ordered the creature. “Now.”

      “You will not command Lamia, little Maiden,” the creature, Lamia, hissed. “I will crush him, slice him, feast on his flesh and suck on his bones. Leave him to his fate and be spared yourself.”

      “I will not.” I stepped forward, gathering my power about me like a cloak. “He’s my blood. I won’t leave him.”

      Lamia cackled. “Then watch.”

      She lowered her head. Teli twitched as a glob of saliva dropped onto his cheek and sizzled like acid.

      “No!”

      I seized hold of my magic and shoved, putting everything I had into the command. But commanding Lamia was nothing like commanding Kori or even the lykanthropos, which had been brutally strong but simple. At first, holding Lamia felt like juggling or fumbling to keep hold. She bucked and writhed in my mental grip with such unpredictability that she nearly broke free. But only nearly. Forgoing any sort of finesse or technique, I gritted my teeth and bore down, forcing my will on her with brute strength.

      “Let go,” I snarled.

      “You will die,” Lamia raged, but she let Teli slide out of her claws and onto the ground. “The Anavlisi will open, and all the human vermin will fall to the Kindred.”

      “Not today.”

      I bared my teeth and gave one last, massive push. Lamia squealed and backed away, thrashing and shrieking, and then whirled and plunged into the darkness at the back of the cave. I rushed forward and fell to my knees, though Lamia's screams still echoed up from the depths.

      “Teli.” I shook his arm gently. “Teli, wake up.”

      Paris shouldered me aside and took over, washing Teli’s face so vigorously it turned shiny and pink. But it worked. Teli came to and started giggling, which, of course, delighted Paris. His tail whipped back and forth as he whuffled and snuffled and nibbled on Teli’s earlobes.

      “Kiss,” Paris woofed. “Kiss, kiss. Better.”

      Argo sat beside me with a sigh. I could swear I saw him roll his eyes.

      “Okay,” I said. “Sorry to break up the love fest, but we need to get you back to your parents.”

      “But I didn’t find the angel,” Teli said, his gap-toothed smile fading.

      “There was never any angel,” I told him gently. “You’re very brave and very gallant, but it’s time to go home.”

      “Papou doesn’t lie,” Teli protested. “He said he saw an angel.”

      “Your papou might not lie,” I said. “But other people do, and someone lied to him.”

      “Who?”

      I hesitated, then said, “A bad lady who likes to hurt people. She tried to hurt you, and she might try again. So let’s go before she gets a chance.”

      Teli didn’t say anything else as I towed him from the cave, though his lower lip trembled. I carried him on my back rather than let him navigate the sharp, slippery rocks on his own, and he clung to my shoulders like a little monkey. The sun was sinking and I was panting by the time we made it out of the gorge.

      “The town is there,” I said to Teli. “Can you see it? Just stay on the road and you’ll get home.”

      Teli’s eyes widened. “Aren’t you coming with me?”

      “No, I—”

      I broke off, an unexpected lump rising in my throat. I’d saved Litsa from the lykanthropos, however narrowly, and Skia had managed to twist my victory into something vile. Who knew what ugly light she might cast on the truth of Teli’s return? It would be better for everyone if Teli’s family knew nothing of my involvement.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I can’t come with you, and you can’t tell your parents that I found you. Will you promise?”

      Teli frowned at me, skepticism and disapproval mingling on his tiny face. “They’re going to ask how I got home.”

      “Tell them—” My eyes fell on a scarab beetle careening through the air. “Tell them the truth. Have you got some string?”

      I held out my hand and called the beetle to me. It landed in my palm with a tiny smack and wiggled its antennae. I knelt beside Teli and held the beetle as he leashed it with a length of sewing thread. When he was done, I blew gently, sending the beetle bobbling back into the air.

      “There,” I said. “Your beetle will lead you home. Tell them that.”

      A small smile appeared on his face for the first time since Paris woke him in the cave. But it faded quickly, replaced by a worried frown.

      “Chrysa, why can’t I tell them you helped me?”

      “It’s complicated,” I said. “They’re—they’re scared of me, I think.”

      “Why?” He bit his lip and asked, with an uncharacteristic hesitation, “Is it because of your scars?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe that’s part of it.”

      “I’m not scared of you,” he said stoutly. “I think your scars make you look brave.”

      “Thanks.” I gave him a swift hug and pushed him toward the road. “Go on, your mother is worried. I’ll see you soon.”

      He nodded, accepting my promise with the easy faith of childhood, and trotted off. I swallowed. He was such a good kid. He took it for granted that I was telling the simple truth, when, in reality, I was expressing an almost desperate hope. Who knew whether or when Theio Mitso would let me in their house again?

      With a heavy heart, I turned toward my own house where I might find some tea and sympathy. Or at least tea. I wasn’t sure if any sympathy would be forthcoming. Teli’s kidnapping had been because of me—there was no question about that. But what if it was also my fault? Was there something I could have done or should have done that might have prevented Skia and Kalothia from carrying out their plan? Had I somehow created an opening or an opportunity for them through my own actions?

      I trudged wearily up the road to Pyrga. My feet scuffed along cracked pavement, which turned to dirt and stone as the road wound up the mountain. But soon I was running, spurred on by the doubts nipping at my heels and pulled forward by a perverse desire to be lectured. I wanted—needed—to know what I’d done wrong and how I could do better. Teli had almost died. Litsa had almost died. I couldn’t let anything like this happen again.

      My muscles were quivering with exhaustion by the time I staggered through the garden gate. The Ikouros unfurled from his perch on the stone wall and twined around my ankle and calf. I reached down and offered my hand, letting him flow up to my shoulder. A sense of safety and calm trickled over my shoulders like warm water. The tension along my spine eased, and my trembling legs steadied.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      “Chrysa!” Yiayia appeared in the doorway, a dishcloth in her hand and a spot of soapsuds on her cheek. “What happened? Anna called—”

      “They took Teli,” I said, my voice wobbling. “They took Teli and gave him to Lamia.”

      “Panagia mou,” Yiayia muttered, and for the first time I wondered which “all-holy” entity she was referring to. The Virgin Mary or the Protectress, the Mother of Angels? “Come inside, little bird, and tell me.”

      Yiayia guided me into the kitchen and pushed a mug of well-honeyed, steaming mountain tea into my hands. The days’ events poured out of me in a torrent that left me drooping in my chair by the end. My head was so heavy I could barely hold it up. My fingernails dug into the skin at my hairline, and the heels of my hands pressed into my eyes so that lights splashed across the backs of my eyelids. Pressure on pressure—my hands pressing inward, my tears pressing outward.

      Cool fingers combed through my hair once, twice, three times, over and over until I lost count and the weight in my head and heart eased.

      “You did right, little bird,” Yiayia said softly. “You did everything you could do, and you did it without expecting acknowledgment or praise. I’m proud of you.”

      I wanted to be comforted by Yiayia’s words and rest easy in the knowledge that I’d done what I could—and that it was enough. But I knew the truth. My work wasn’t done.

      ﻿
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      “I can’t just wait around anymore, Alexi.” I paced the length of the stable while Alexi picked a stone out of the shoe of one of his horses. “Skia is going after the Anavlisi on the night of the midsummer eclipse. I’m running out of time. Teli was almost eaten. We have to do something!”

      “You can start by making yourself useful,” he said. “Go fill the water bucket.”

      I threw him a dirty look but filled the bucket, deliberately slopping water over his shoes as I set it down beside him.

      “I’m serious,” I said. “We can’t let her get away with this.”

      “Which ‘her’?” Alexi asked. “We don’t know whether it was Kalothia or Skia, or both.”

      “We’ll start with Kalothia,” I said. “We’ll find her and—”

      “And what?” Alexi demanded, standing. “Kill her? How many times has your grandmother warned you? Acting out of malice or a thirst for vengeance will corrupt your magic and your soul. Not to mention the fact that acting out of anger is a great way to make stupid mistakes.”

      “I’m not acting out of anger,” I said, stung. “I just want information. I can’t keep waiting for Skia’s next move. I need to get ahead of this.”

      Alexi raised his eyebrows. “You’re planning on using your power to force information out of Kalothia, I assume. Are you sure you’ll be able to keep anger out of the equation? Because you can’t tell me you’re not angry.”

      “I’m sure,” I said shortly.

      “Alright, then.” Alexi slapped the horse on the flank, sending it trotting away, and spread his hands. “What do you want to do?”

      “I want to find Kalothia,” I said. “And I want to leave right now.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

      Part of me was pleased at Alexi’s support, but another part was uneasy and unsure, worried that his trust in me was misplaced. How far was I willing to go in my interrogation? How far could I go without corrupting my soul…and would I even recognize the line before crossing it?

      “Give me a minute,” I said, and settled myself with my hands wound into Argo and Paris’ fur.

      I held an image of Kalothia in my mind and released my intention into the world, as I had the first time I’d called her. After several long minutes, something tugged at me like a fish on a hook. I tugged back gently, testing it. When it held, I opened my eyes and gave Alexi a grim smile.

      “Got her.”

      Not wanting to be distracted, I insisted that we hike rather than ride into the mountains. We moved slowly but steadily, following the invisible fishing line of my Touch up and across the mountain’s shoulders, staying within the treeline. Two hours later, I paused. There was something just slightly off, something—unexpected. Like reaching for an apple with your eyes closed and getting a pear instead.

      “Wait.” I held up my hand and peered into the deep green shadows of a pine grove. “I know you’re in there, Kalothia. Come out. I need to talk to you.”

      “You are mistaken, young one.”

      The neraida who stepped out of the shadows was luminously beautiful—but she wasn’t Kalothia. I cursed silently, realizing now what the oddness in my power had meant.

      “Our apologies,” Alexi said cautiously. “May we have your name?”

      The neraida giggled. “So polite. So proper.”

      “I’m in no mood for tricks,” I informed her. “Answer his question or you’ll find that I’m much less polite than he is.”

      “Anthousa of the Pines.” The neraida tossed her hair and cast Alexi a look of burning invitation. “Will you dream of me tonight, Seer?”

      I stepped in front of Alexi with my arms crossed. “Where is Kalothia?”

      “She’s away just now,” Anthousa said, a catlike grin stretching her pillowy lips. “Helping a friend. A friend of yours, too, though I hear you rebuffed her most cruelly.”

      Fear froze my heart. “That bitch is no friend of mine. What are they up to?”

      “Oh, this and that,” Anthousa said airily. “Errands—nothing to concern you.”

      “Tell me.” My hands balled into fists, and command rippled through my voice. “Tell me now.”

      Anthousa’s smile flickered. “No need for that, Maiden.”

      I raised my eyebrows, waiting.

      “Two visitors, two visits,” Anthousa said. “One to an old woman, one to an old man. You can receive only one of your visitors. Whom will you choose?”

      Before I could give her my command, Anthousa disappeared among the pines. I looked at Alexi, sick.

      “Did she mean…”

      His face was pale as he nodded. “I think so. A joint attack—your grandmother and my father.”

      We couldn’t split up. What could Alexi do, after all, against either Kalothia or Skia? He would never ask me to forsake my family to save his…which was why I had to make the choice.

      “We’ll go to the farm,” I said. “Yiayia is almost as powerful as I am—and way smarter.” I gave him a small smile. “She’ll be alright. Let’s go.”
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      I sensed Lamia even before Argo and Paris. Her presence at the farm was like a stain on my mind, dark and oily. Argo caught the scent an instant later, and a vicious snarl ripped from his chest. This time, I knew, there wouldn’t be any holding him back.

      A scream tore the air. Alexi bolted, moving faster than I’d ever seen him.

      “Baba! Baba!”

      He didn’t bother with the gate but vaulted over the fence in front of the house. I followed suit, for once unequivocally grateful for my height and strength. Argo and Paris scrambled underneath and charged ahead, barking furiously.

      Lamia was waiting for us, crouched over Sotiri’s limp form. Alexi lunged. I tackled him, and we both fell to the ground with a painful thump. Something was different about Lamia. She had grown since I last saw her, and her teeth and claws were like daggers.

      “What do you think you’re going to do?” I hissed. “She’ll take off your head—or Sotiri’s—with one bite.”

      Argo and Paris circled Lamia, darting in to snap at her and then dancing away. She swiped at them with her claws but didn’t seem terribly concerned.

      “Command me now, Maiden,” she crowed. “The Shadow is generous. She does not stint in her gifts, and I am strong, stronger than you can imagine. I am powerful, I am—”

      “You’re a pain in my ass, is what you are,” I said through gritted teeth, though I could feel that she was telling the truth; she was indeed stronger than before.

      “Can you do it?” Alexi murmured, watching my face.

      I bit my lip. “I don’t know.”

      “Fire.” Alexi shuddered, but his fear for his father was bigger than his fear of my magic. “If you can’t control her, maybe you can hurt her.”

      “I’ll try,” I whispered.

      I concentrated, grasping for the power—and the mindset—as Kori had taught me. But whether because I was afraid for Sotiri or afraid of failure, the fire wouldn’t come. Flames flickered on my fingers and died, just as they had when I called them to defend Litsa.

      “My instructions are to leave this one alive,” Lamia said with a sneer. “But I think Skia will forgive me if I slip. What do you think, Maiden?”

      Lamia slashed at Sotiri with a single claw, and a river of red blossomed on his shirt. Alexi let out an agonized cry and lurched forward. Argo and Paris leapt in the same instant. I didn’t try to stop them. Instead, I threw everything I had into holding Lamia. Perhaps I couldn’t bend her entirely to my will, but I could hold her down.

      That was all Argo and Paris needed. Argo buried his teeth in her throat. Paris ripped into her gut, right where scales met flesh. Lamia screamed. Thick black blood spurted from her wounds, spattering Alexi as he dragged his father clear. She screamed and screamed but didn’t move, incapable of defending herself.

      I could do that much, at least.

      With a cry of mingled agony and rage, Lamia crumbled into a pile of ash. Argo and Paris backed away, snorting and shaking out their coats as the ash settled on their fur. I ran to Alexi and Sotiri and dropped to my knees, already reaching out with my mind to evaluate the damage.

      “Save him, Chrysa,” Alexi begged. “Please.”

      “I will.” I took a deep breath and steeled myself. “I will. I can do this. But I’ll need your help.”

      “Of course,” Alexi whispered. “Just—please—”

      I squeezed his hand. “He’ll be alright. I promise.”

      Hoping I wasn’t lying, I laid my hands on Sotiri’s chest. Lamia had torn him open from sternum to pelvis. My stomach chilled. The lining of the intestines was torn, its contents seeping into the blood—and the open air, for that's where much of his blood was heading. I’d have to work on multiple fronts at once. But there were so many moving parts, so many layers of complexity to such an injury. Blood loss, shock, sepsis… Any one of those could kill him. I could kill him.

      Or I could do nothing and let him die. I shook myself and got to work, losing myself in the intricacies and thinking about nothing but the body under my hands. It was grueling work, and by the time I could do no more, I was trembling and drenched in sweat. Though pale and still unconscious, Sotiri rested easily now, his hands folded over the jagged scar running down his chest and abdomen. Alexi sat clutching Sotiri’s hand, his face skull-white and frozen with dread.

      “He’ll be okay.” I grasped Alexi’s shoulder and shook him. “Alexi, are you listening? He’s going to be fine.”

      Alexi shuddered and covered my hands with his. “You’re sure?”

      “Positive. But—” I frowned, listening for Argo and Paris with my ears and my mind. “Something’s wrong. Something else—the horses.”

      I staggered to my feet and clutched Alexi for balance. Tracking Anthousa, holding the Lamia, healing Sotiri…it had taken its toll. My power was flickering, barely there at all. Hopefully whatever the dogs had found wouldn’t try to kill us, because I had nothing left.

      What the dogs had found did not try to kill us…because what they found was already dead. Alexi’s entire herd lay dead in the stable yard. The throat of every horse was decorated with a gruesome red smile. Every horse but one. Nefeli lay in a pool of blood with two deep, gaping wounds in each of her hind legs. Alexi fell to the ground beside her as if hamstrung himself, tears streaming down his face.

      “No,” he moaned. “No, no, no. Chrysa…?”

      I laid my hand on her neck and shook my head. My throat closed like a fist, choking me. But I forced myself to say the words.

      “She’s lost too much blood. I can’t save her.”

      Alexi closed his eyes and lowered his forehead to Nefeli’s. Her breath was shallow and fast. She was almost gone, but she was still fighting. Her fear burned my palms like ice.

      “I can make it easier,” I whispered. “If you help me, if you have anything left… I can put her to sleep.”

      Alexi’s head snapped up, his eyes dark and yet somehow blazing.

      “No.”

      “Alexi—”

      “No.” He knocked my hands aside and replaced them with his own. “I’ll do it. I’ll heal her.”

      I stared at him, uncomprehending. “What do you mean? How—”

      “I had magic once,” he said. “I can find it again. Will you help me?”

      What else could I say but yes?

      Alexi closed his eyes, and I closed mine, letting my mind flow into his. It was strange, different, a little frightening. Yiayia had taught us to share our strength with one another, but not our minds or our skill. I didn’t know how to guide him the way Yiayia had once guided me to my pool. I didn’t know how to direct his magic like she had directed mine when I was first learning to heal. But I had to try.

      “Look inside,” I whispered. “Into your heart. Follow whatever spark you find.”

      But it wasn’t a spark. It was a song. A whisper of melody so faint, it was barely there. A wave of fear and grief washed over us, threatening to snuff the melody out. I hurled myself against it, shielding Alexi as he tried to catch hold of the music, the one flimsy thread that I hoped would lead us to his magic. He sang softly, a heartbreaking song of remorse and shame, and the music inside him answered. It pulsed, growing and growing until it burst forth, finally free of whatever barrier Alexi had built inside himself.

      Alexi and I gasped as the magic tore through his—our—body like a tornado. I grappled with it, trying desperately to coordinate my efforts with Alexi’s, to use his strength and my will together. He clutched at my hands, panting, his forehead pressed against mine. He yielded, I reached—stumbled, reached again. Then, finally, we found our balance.

      “Help me,” he panted. “Help me, Chrysa. Please.”

      “I will,” I said. “I’m here.”

      Alexi nodded, and his magic carried us together into the dying body beneath our hands. I braced myself, afraid of what we would find, then let out a sharp breath. Alexi choked on a sob that was part fear, part relief. Nefeli was alive, though only just. Her heart still fought, pumping blood that would soon be gone. She was confused, helpless, and so terribly afraid.

      We began there, soothing away her fear with Alexi’s love. I could feel it all around me, surging beneath my hands and dropping onto my fingertips with his tears. Nefeli’s breathing eased, and her heartbeat steadied.

      “Stay there,” I told Alexi. “Keep her heart beating while I close the wounds. But I also need part of you with me. Can you do it?”

      He nodded jerkily and bent over Nefeli’s head, whispering to her how brave she was, how strong and gallant. How much he needed her to stay with him. But I needed him with me, too. I needed to work through him, through his magic. The emotion flowing through him was so strong, it threatened to break the connection between us.

      But we did it. Together, we stemmed the tide of blood streaming from her legs, knitted torn flesh. It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t pretty. But it was done. She was alive, and she would stay that way if we were careful. I withdrew from Alexi and let out a deep breath, relieved to be firmly in my own body. And, I noted with a little fizz of surprise, with some of my own magic replenished by Alexi’s. I reached out and gripped his shoulder.

      “You did it,” I whispered. “You can rest now.”

      Alexi shuddered, his head bowed.

      “Alexi?” I shook him gently. “Alexi, did you hear me? You did it. You saved her.”

      He didn’t answer. He stared at his bloody fingers splayed against Nefeli’s side, rising and falling with her breaths.

      “Alexi?”

      “I nearly lost her,” he said, his voice raw. “I nearly lost my father.”

      He looked around. At the smoking pile of Lamia’s ashes, at the corpses strewn across the grounds. He got up and took a step back, staring at me as if he had never seen me before. Then he turned his back and walked away.

      I ran to him. Put my hands on his chest and forced him to stop, to let me explain. This was Skia’s doing, and she’d done this on purpose to turn him against me. Why else would she have given orders to leave Sotiri alive? His death would light a fire in Alexi, but alive, attacked, injured, he served as a reminder of what Alexi stood to lose by my side.

      This was Skia, not me. I wanted him to tell me that it wasn’t my fault, that he understood. I never asked for my power or the Anavlisi or any of it. Skia had forced the choice on me, and I’d made the best choice I could. It wasn’t my fault that this was happening to him. I needed desperately to hear him say it—it wasn’t my fault.

      But he gave me nothing, no matter how I pleaded with him to answer me. His face could have been carved from stone, like Kori’s. Then, finally, he spoke.

      “Let me go,” he said.

      I shook my head, and a tear fell between us. “No.”

      “Chrysa.” He took me by the wrists and held me away from him. “Let me go.”

      “Alexi,” I whispered brokenly. “Please.”

      “No.”

      He released me and took a step back. I stepped forward. A tremor rattled the stones beneath our feet, and a tiny fissure opened in the earth between us. I stared at it, then at Alexi. A ripple of something dark and ugly passed across his face. This time, when he walked away, I let him go.

      I stumbled into the woods where Argo and Paris waited. They huddled against me as I gave myself over to the tears, whuffling and nuzzling my ears, my hands. But they could offer me no comfort. Skia had warned me. She’d told me exactly what she meant to do—hound me, hurt me, ruin me through those I loved. Alexi, too, had tried to warn me. But, like a fool, I hadn’t listened.

      I sat until Lamia’s ashes were cold. Alexi was gone, and Nefeli and Sotiri with him. But a whisper of sound made the dogs’ noses snap toward something in the darkness. Argo let out a warning bark, but there was no aggression in it. Whoever had arrived was an ally.

      “Chrysanthe.” Amidra was at my side, tense and crouched against the ground. “You must come with me.”

      “Not now,” I said roughly.

      “Chrysanthe, you must come with me.” Amidra said. “Your family needs you.”

      I tore myself away from my recriminations and forced myself to look at her. “What’s happened?”

      “The Shadow,” Amidra said simply. “You must come with me now.”

      “But Yiayia—the wards—” The fear nearly made me gag.

      “Wards can only shield those who remain within their sphere,” Amidra said. “I don’t know why your kin chose to forego their protection, only that they did, and that they need you. Come with me, Chrysanthe.”

      I went.
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      “Hold onto me,” Amidra said, her voice tight. “There’s no time for the caves. You must travel as I travel, but I warn you—it will be…uncomfortable.”

      I swallowed. “Do what you need to do.”

      Amidra took my hand, and I dissolved like a sugar cube into hot water. Every particle of my body drifted apart and away. I was nothing; I was everything. The raw data of the universe bombarded me on all sides, screaming into ears that I no longer had. There was no context—no interface. Overwhelming didn’t even begin to describe it. I was drowning in a sea of information, and Amidra was my lifeline.

      The journey seemed both instantaneous and endless. Somewhere in the chaos, I gained just the slightest bearing on what was going on. Just enough to realize that we were approaching the treeline separating the forest from the mountain pastures. Just enough to see—or sense, or experience—the battle of malice and hope that raged overhead in great swirling presences. Were these the Agnostoi, the beings Amidra had told me about?

      One of them, a beacon of fierce pride and hope and glory, reached out and touched me, and the atoms of my being slammed back together with a crackle of energy that made me cry out in pain. I staggered a few steps and nearly tripped over a thorny shrub before I found my feet. My eyes weren’t focusing properly. Vibrations in the air hit my eardrums, but they didn’t translate as sound. The night air on my skin seemed sharp and much too abrasive, as if I were pushing through sandpaper. I gasped and felt the scents of the forest on my tongue. All my senses were mixed up and raw, as if they had suddenly been freed from a protective covering. Only my Touch seemed unaffected.

      Amidra’s clammy fingers closed around my wrist, drawing me back to myself. In an instant, the world settled, and my senses were safely contained in my body once more.

      “Thanks.” I panted, fighting a wave of nausea. “Where—”

      “There.” She pointed up the slope. “Go quickly. Your family needs you. I must tell my people what evil has been done here.”

      Amidra faded into nothing. I bounded uphill and almost tripped over Bilal’s prone form. Theio Giorgo sat with Bilal’s head in his lap, starlight glittering in the tears streaming down his face. Yiayia lay sprawled at Bilal’s side, legs askew under her skirts as if she had dragged herself—or been dragged—to her current position. I fell to my knees beside her and took her cold hand in both of mine.

      “Oh, my God,” I breathed, absorbing the horror of my grandmother’s condition.

      Her breath came fast and shallow, like a bird’s. Dirt and blood streaked her face and arms, her chest…everywhere. Her face was so swollen it was unrecognizable, the flesh tight and red, straining against her fragile skin. One leg was bent at an impossible angle. Vomit rose in my throat as I realized that the sharp stick protruding from her thigh wasn’t a stick at all but jagged bone. Blood oozed from the wound—but sluggishly. By some miracle, no arteries had been severed. But there were internal injuries, too. My magic let me see what my eyes alone could not…and in that moment, I would have given anything to escape the knowledge granted by my Touch.

      I looked up at Theio Giorgo, sick with dread and grief. “What happened?”

      “That bitch,” Theio Giorgo whispered, his voice low and ragged. “That demon, Kalothia. She had Bilal. She took him to draw us out. Skia was waiting.”

      “I can help,” I said, already easing my replenished magic into Yiayia’s body. “I can—”

      “No.” Yiayia’s voice was cracked and hoarse—and terribly weak. “Bilal.”

      “But—”

      Yiayia’s hand twitched, as if she were trying to squeeze my fingers. “Now, child—quickly.”

      “Okay,” I whispered, tearing my gaze away from her. I took a shaky breath. “Okay.”

      I transferred my grip to Bilal. My hands spasmed as I realized the extent of his injuries, which I had overlooked in my panic for Yiayia. More than half his body was…cooked. There was no other way to describe it. This went beyond burns. The flesh was warped, charred black and red. The wind died for a moment, and the scent of roasted meat rose from Bilal’s body. I clapped my hand over my mouth and turned, both to escape the smell and protect Bilal if I lost control of my stomach. I couldn’t understand how he was still alive. But he was, and I had to keep him that way.

      Alexi had restored some of my dangerously depleted magic. I could give Bilal a fighting chance, heal him enough that he would make it to a hospital, but he could still die…and it would take all I had. I’d have nothing left for Yiayia.

      Denial trembled on my lips. Theio Giorgo was weeping, his tears falling into the charred remains of Bilal’s hair, cradling him with such tenderness it made my heart ache. If Bilal died, Theio Giorgo would follow him, as surely as the moon followed the sun from one horizon to the other.

      “Do it,” Yiayia whispered.

      I did. God only knew how, because I didn't. In my fear and exhaustion, I wasn’t capable of the painstaking attention to detail required for Sotiri’s wounds, or the juggling act I’d managed for Nefeli. I simply gave myself over to the magic, letting myself become a conduit for the raw power. It rushed into Bilal with minimal direction from me, like a river directed by a few strategically placed stones. But it worked.

      Bilal groaned. “Giorgo?”

      “I’m here.” Theio Giorgo dropped a swift kiss on Bilal’s mouth. “Don’t be afraid.”

      He extracted himself gently and pulled me into a rough hug, his cheek resting on my hair.

      “Thank God,” he murmured. “Thank God for you, koukla.”

      “He’s not out of danger yet,” I whispered. “Get him to a hospital.”

      I closed my eyes against a flood of tears and clung to him until he pulled away. His eyes fell on Yiayia’s pale face, and his mouth twisted. A harsh sob burst through his lips as he laid a shaking hand on Yiayia’s cheek. His throat worked, as if he were trying to speak, but nothing came out.

      “Go,” Yiayia whispered. “My heart…my baby. Go.”

      Theio Giorgo choked, tears streaming down his face. “Goodbye, Mana.”

      Though Theio Giorgo’s words were the barest wisp of sound, I knew Yiayia heard them. Her eyes followed him as he lifted Bilal in his arms with a grunt of effort and bore him away. He didn’t look back, but, even in the dark, I could see his shoulders shaking. A sob rose in my chest, threatening to strangle me.

      “Chrysa.” Yiayia’s fingers brushed my wrist, light as a butterfly. “Listen to me.”

      I swept my hands across my cheeks, dashing away tears. “I can still help you. I can use your magic. I know how, now. I—”

      “Little bird, I’m dying.” Her hand lifted the slightest bit. “Hush. Skia’s power has grown. She is strong, so strong…but you must be stronger. She wanted my Touch.” Her voice seemed distant now, almost dreamy. “But I kept it. I kept it for you.”

      I choked on a fresh wave of tears. “Yiayia, please…”

      She whispered, “Take my hands.”

      Crying silently, I held her icy hands in mine. They warmed quickly, meeting and then surpassing the temperature of my own burning palms. Yiayia chanted in that same ancient, forgotten language that I’d heard at my parents’ burial so long ago. But now, somehow, I understood. She was giving me not only her magic but her life. Such a sacrifice, made willingly, would compound the gift of her Touch.

      A faint glow touched our joined hands, tiny rays of silver and gold shooting between our fingers. Once again, I had that sensation of the structure of the world at once breaking down and coming into focus. The hopeful presence, or presences, I had felt—the benign Agnostoi, I was sure of it—swirled around us, adding to the light growing around our joined hands. The presence touched me, and the light suddenly blazed to life, shooting into the sky in a column like a waterfall flowing in reverse.

      “What is given freely may be given again in its turn,” Yiayia gasped. “Take this gift with my blessing. Fulfill your duty—protect us.”

      Power blazed, burning away her life force. I cried out in pain and anguish.

      “Yiayia, no! It’s killing you!”

      Her gift may have been freely given, but it didn’t have to be accepted. If I could somehow channel the power blazing between us, I could heal her—I could save her—I could—

      “No!” Breath rattled in her chest. Her spark of life was almost gone—it was bound up in the silver-gold inferno raging between us. “Take it. Chrysa, take it.”

      The fear in her face hit me like a harpoon to the heart. Not fear for her life—fear that her life would be wasted. But her voice was strong, full of love and courage.

      “Do as I say, koukla. One last time.”

      I turned my face to the night sky, blinded by tears and the glare of our combined power. Yiayia had told me once that her magic felt like a sun, and now that sun threatened to swallow me whole. It blazed with raw power, surging and spitting like the inside of a volcano. The heat was unbearable—but still, I resisted. If I let it, the heat would rush into me, filling me up with my grandmother’s magic. It would flow and flow until there was nothing left—and Yiayia would die.

      She was dying now, before my eyes. She couldn’t sustain the link between us for much longer. My chest ached with grief and anger and guilt. I moaned through gritted teeth, nearly overcome, then all at once released the mental dam holding Yiayia’s power at bay.

      I screamed as a river of fire raged through my veins, scorching away every thought, every emotion. My whole world was alight with pain, scalding and freezing by turns, one minute the bright, clear agony of a fresh wound and the next a deep, torturous throbbing. Every muscle in my body constricted, twisting my joints. My grip tightened against my will, splintering the fine bones of my grandmother’s hands.

      She didn’t protest. She called my name until I met her eyes. I was a wild thing, my humanity stripped away by the fire. But I found myself in her eyes, where pain and peace existed side by side, neither pushing the other away.

      “Yiayia—please.” My voice was a shard of glass. “Don’t leave me.”

      She smiled.

      “Never,” she said.

      And she died.
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      Three days later, the sun seemed to rise more slowly than usual, the reluctant bearer of bad news. But I didn’t need to be reminded that today we would bury my grandmother.

      I was already awake when the dawn’s first rays crept through my window, falling with apologetic gentleness on the rumpled covers of my bed. Argo and Paris lay beside me, uncharacteristically quiet and still. They understood what had happened—maybe not the specifics, but they knew Yiayia was gone. And they knew there was a fresh hole in my heart, next to the one left by the death of my parents. This new hole was raw with ragged edges that tore at the barely healed wound beside it.

      It wasn’t a hole I could heal, despite the magic now seeming to saturate every cell of my body. I felt full, swollen, bursting with power as Yiayia’s magic swirled through my veins, slowly seeping into my bones. Though a comfort—the magic felt like Yiayia, like her touch—it was also an agonizing reminder of my loss. And it was more than a little unsettling. It felt foreign, like new shoes that needed to be broken in.

      Out in the hall, a door snicked shut. Footsteps approached, receded. Argo’s ears twitched, but he made no move to get up. It was only Theio Giorgo, no doubt checking on Bilal. We’d brought him back from the hospital last night, leaving the doctors and nurses scratching their heads at his sudden improvement following our visit.

      “The presence of—friends—can make all the difference,” one nurse had said.

      Theio Giorgo didn’t notice the faint trace of distaste hanging on the corner of her mouth, or maybe he just didn’t care. He simply signed the papers placed in front of him and wheeled Bilal away. I walked beside them with my hand on Bilal’s shoulder, surreptitiously mending what small hurts I could without raising any questions.

      I finished the healing at home, binding and restoring healthy skin to the raw, torn flesh. But he still needed time to rest and recover—we all did. If there was a magic that could heal grief, I didn’t know how to wield it. Maybe Yiayia had known. How many times had she sat in the parlor with this woman or that man, sometimes chatting quietly over a cup of tea, sometimes saying nothing at all? Had she been using a magical Touch or a human one to ease those people’s pain?

      The hole in my heart stretched a little wider, fear seeping into the edges. There was so much I didn’t know, so much left to learn. Who would teach me now? What chance did I stand against Skia, with more than a century of experience and knowledge at her command?

      I might—might—have more power than Skia, but what could I do with it? I was getting pretty good at healing, and the garden flourished under my care, but what good would that do? Who would teach me now that my teacher was dead?

      Paris licked my cheek. I hugged him close, burying my face in the thick fur at his neck. My other hand found Argo, whose head rested on the curve of my hip. They were so good. We hadn’t been for a run since that awful night, but they never once complained. They just sat or sprawled or walked beside me, wherever I was, whatever I was doing. Sometimes it felt as though their steady support was the only thing keeping me on my feet.

      I sighed and pushed myself upright. My whole body seemed heavier, like my bones had turned to lead. I had to pause for a moment with my head in my hands before letting my feet drop, one after the other, onto the floor. The door seemed so far away, the kitchen farther still. But it was nearly noon, and the dogs wanted to eat, even if I didn’t.

      Theio Giorgo was at the kitchen table, staring at the full cup of coffee before him. No steam rose from the cup, and though a jug of milk sat on the counter behind him, his coffee was dark. His beard was unkempt, his hair greasy. There was a faint tinge of grime at the neck of his shirt.

      “When was the last time you showered?”

      Theio Giorgo shrugged but didn’t say anything. I watched him out of the corner of my eye as I tipped a few meatballs into an old bowl for Argo and Paris. It was a good thing we had two perpetually hungry dogs in the house. People kept bringing food, but no one wanted to eat—except Argo and Paris. Theio Giorgo hadn’t eaten anything in days.

      “Are you going to drink that?”

      He didn’t even bother to shrug this time. He just kept staring into his cup. I took it away and drained the coffee into the sink. He didn’t move.

      “Theio,” I said softly. “Won’t you talk to me?”

      He sighed. “What do you want me to say?”

      “That you forgive me.” Tears stung my already aching eyes. I dropped into the chair beside him and reached for his hand. “Please—I know it was my fault—please, forgive me.”

      “Your fault?” Theio Giorgo finally looked at me, his eyes sunken and red rimmed. He frowned as if confused, his gaze unfocused. Then comprehension dawned, and he shook his head. “Koukla, no. It wasn’t your fault. It was mine.”

      I blinked. “What—”

      “Bilal and I—we—” He faltered and drew his hands out of mine and clasped them together, wringing them in a gesture that seemed to belong to someone much younger. “We had a fight. He knew I’d been keeping secrets. He thought I didn’t trust him—he thought I didn’t love him. I tried to tell him—I don’t know what I tried to tell him. I couldn’t lie anymore. But what could I say? I couldn’t tell him the truth. So he left, and I let him. When I realized Kalothia had Bilal…koukla, I’ve never been so afraid. Never. And when we found them, Skia was waiting with a drakos taller than the church tower. She demanded that Mother give up her power. She threatened me to make Mother comply.” A sad, pallid ghost of a smile drifted across his lips. “She should have known better. Any kind of threat or ultimatum only ever made Mother dig her heels in. She was so stubborn.”

      I reached for Argo, who had wandered over. Paris flopped onto my feet. “What happened?”

      “Skia made good on her threat,” Theio Giorgo said. “The drakos flamed at me, but Bilal knocked me down and took the fire himself. Mother fought Skia for control of the drakos. She might have won, but I—” His face seemed to ripple, as if his anguish were a physical wave passing beneath his skin. “Bilal was on fire. I tried to put out the flames, but they wouldn’t die. I called out—I distracted her. She lost her hold on the drakos, and it threw her, flung her away like a rag doll. Like a piece of meat.”

      He swallowed, his clasped hands turning white with the strain. After a moment, he exhaled, and some of the tension left him. “I suppose Skia knew then that she wasn’t going to get what she wanted. She left and took the drakos with her.”

      I took his hands again and squeezed them, unable to speak and not knowing what to say even if I could. The drakos wasn’t the only thing Skia had taken with her. She’d taken a mother, a grandmother, a protector, leaving only me to stand guard against her cruelty. And I was afraid, so afraid, that it wasn’t going to be enough. That I wasn’t going to be enough.
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      My head swam as I paced slowly down the aisle of the church, my hand tucked through Theio Giorgo’s elbow for support. The scent of incense and flowers was unbearable. Low, pitying murmurs and speculative whispering filled my ears, and I could feel the congregation’s collective gaze like a physical weight on my back and shoulders.

      I wished desperately for the company of my dogs, but they were hiding in the forest, where they would be safe. My grip tightened on Theio Giorgo’s arm. He patted my hand and guided me into the pew to sit beside Bilal, who shifted uncomfortably. Theio Giorgo shot him a concerned glance. Under Bilal’s borrowed linen shirt, most of his torso was covered in healing skin grafts.

      Bilal gave my uncle a smile that was no doubt meant to be reassuring. But he didn’t raise his eyes from his hands clasped tightly between his knees, avoiding the appraising stares directed at him. He was an undocumented Muslim immigrant in an Orthodox church filled with parishioners whose grandparents and great-grandparents had sat in these same seats. I caught the sour gaze of a grizzled old man and a pinch-faced woman beside him and scowled fiercely.

      I didn’t know who irritated me more—the muttering, sneering individuals who so obviously disapproved of Bilal or those kindly, devout souls who seemed to think he had seen the error of his Islamic ways and converted. Yiayia had accepted and appreciated Bilal for everything that he was. Couldn’t these people do the same, or at least pretend to, for her sake?

      My throat closed, choking me. I leaned forward and braced myself with my hands on my knees. The incense, the flowers, the candles—God, how was this happening? My parents had died less than a year ago, and here I was. Another funeral. Another death—because of me. Of course, Theio Giorgo thought it was his fault, and we’d gone back and forth all day, each reassuring the other that the blame lay with Skia and no one else, but the fact remained that I and my Maiden’s power were the root cause of everything that had happened. I knew it, my uncle knew it—even Bilal knew it, for Theio Giorgo had told him everything.

      And Alexi knew it, too.

      Tears leaked from beneath my closed eyelids. I hadn’t seen Alexi since I left him clutching his father’s unconscious form, surrounded by flames and the dead bodies of his horses. His life, his livelihood, his passion—it was all gone. He must hate me. He had every right to hate me. But still, I had dared to hope that I would see him here. That he would forgive me.

      “I never asked for this,” I whispered, too softly for anyone to hear.

      I lost myself in a haze of grief. It was almost a year ago exactly that I had sat in a pew much like this one. But there had been no casket at that funeral, no bodies to bury. The guilt I’d felt then was the unfocused, unsubstantiated recriminations of a survivor, nothing more. Nothing like the cold, simple truths I knew now: my mother had died because of me, to protect me, and now so had my grandmother.

      So would more magisses, if they defied Skia. All the magoi who had gathered on the mountainside to honor my parents, all their families…they were targets, now. Theio Giorgo had painstakingly contacted everyone he could think of and warned them to stay away. There would be no gathering of magoi to witness Yiayia’s passing, no magic to ease the burden of fear and grief and guilt. Just a cold, hard coffin and a room full of people who thought I was crazy or dangerous or both.

      Finally, the casket’s lid was lowered and the priest began chanting once more. A low, angry muttering buzzed as Theio Giorgo joined the pallbearers with Bilal at his side. Theio Mitso frowned and whispered something to Theio Giorgo, who ignored him and gestured pointedly for Bilal to take his place beside the casket. I bit my lip, wishing there had been time to give Bilal another healing. His face was white with pain, but there was a stubborn set to his jaw as he and the other men lifted the heavy slab of oak onto their shoulders. I blinked rapidly, my heart simultaneously swelling and clenching at the sight. He was so brave. No mother could ask for a better mate for her son, and Yiayia had seen that. She had died so that he could live—so they could live. Together.

      The pallbearers began their slow, deliberate journey up the aisle and out of the church while the congregation followed with bowed heads and tear-stained cheeks. I knew that, for all their teasing and muttering about my grandmother’s oddness, the villagers had respected her. But I hadn’t realized until now that they loved her, too.

      As the casket was carried into the sun-soaked courtyard, the procession faltered. Shocked cries and muttered curses spread from person to person. God, what now? I pushed my way forward, my heart thumping. In the doorway, I sagged against the lintel, my knees trembling. My breath caught and my eyes filled with tears at the sight before me.

      Birds—hundreds of birds, perched in the branches of trees, lining the stone walls, covering the slanted roof and bell tower of the church. Most really were just birds. But I knew some were neraida, come to honor my grandmother despite the strained relationship she’d had with the xotika. Was Amidra among them? Surely Kalothia hadn’t dared—but I had only a moment to wonder. My breath caught as Argo and Paris parted the crowd before them like a knife through butter. I hurried to meet them, nearly tripping down the stairs in my unaccustomed high heels. Two steps over the cobblestones and I did trip, falling to my knees just as the dogs reached me.

      Ignoring the throbbing in my knees and shins, I threw my arms around them and tucked my face into Argo’s neck. Paris laid his head across my shoulders, his warm breath tickling my ear. Their love washed over me, a balm to innumerable wounds of grief and loneliness reopened by Yiayia’s death. I shook, fighting to maintain control. How was I supposed to come back from this? How was I supposed to live? My mother’s spirit, the fate of the xotika, the land itself—it all depended on me? I couldn’t even get up off these cobblestones.

      Strong, calloused fingers brushed my hair. I looked up. Theio Giorgo crouched in front of me, his hand coming to rest on Paris’s back. Tears streamed down his face, the first I’d seen since the night Yiayia died.

      “Ela, poulaki mou.” He tugged gently on my earlobe, just as he used to when I was a little girl. “Don’t be afraid. I’m still here.”

      For a moment my insides seemed to shiver, and I thought I was going to lose it. But then I nodded, gulping, and took his hand. Theio Giorgo’s mouth quirked a little as I struggled to my feet, hampered by my high heels and fitted skirt. Argo and Parish leaned against my hips to steady me.

      “Alright,” I said. “I’m ready.”

      As one, the birds took to the air in a hurricane of feathers and whooshed away, toward the graveyard on the mountainside where my grandmother’s body would rest. Theio Giorgo returned to his place at the head of the casket and gave me a nod. I turned and started walking with Argo and Paris pacing solemnly at my side. We led the procession now. I didn’t want my dogs in the middle of the crowd, and the crowd didn’t want them. They were muttering behind me, and the mutters turned to gasps and prayers as we moved through streets lined with dogs and cats, sitting silent and still, their eyes fixed on the casket.

      “Magia,” someone whispered, and someone else shushed them loudly. But the word spread in hushed whispers, some fearful, some derisive.

      Sorcery.

      I gritted my teeth and didn’t look back. Maybe I should have. Maybe I should have done something to diffuse the tension or at least distract people from the eerie attention of the gathered animals. There were probably a lot of things I should have done, but I didn’t—couldn’t—do anything but put one foot in front of the other.

      I barely remembered my parents’ funeral, which had passed in a blurry daze of shock and tears and pain—pain so intense, I couldn’t tell if it was emotional or physical. Before I lost my parents, I never knew how fine that line could be. I had never experienced loss, never experienced true grief, and I was ill-prepared for the bone-deep ache of longing and searing flashes of memory and regret. For weeks afterward, I couldn’t think. I could barely breathe. There was simply no room in my head or heart or body for anything but the overwhelming emptiness of loss—of absence.

      But I knew now how it would be. The pain didn’t shock me this time. I wasn’t confused or bewildered. I was all too aware of every detail: the worn edges of old gravestones, the sharp, crisp edges of new ones—and the flowers. God, how I hated the sight and scent of cut flowers. So had my mother, and so had Yiayia. It was such a pointless waste. A waste of life, of beauty, of potential.

      I reached the top of the hill and gazed into the deep shadows of the empty grave, waiting for the procession to catch up. I could get rid of the flowers. I could cast them into the darkness at my feet. But I wouldn’t. Whoever had put them there had meant well. Perhaps these flowers carried some private message of hope or apology that would never be spoken.

      The casket arrived and, after a few minutes of fussing, it was settled on a pulley system. I choked, imagining Yiayia inside the casket, waiting patiently for the priest to finish his prayers while she hovered over her final resting place. Theio Giorgo pulled me to his side, his arm tight around my shoulders. He was shaking, his face pale with a fine sheen of sweat on his brow. I curled my fingers around his belt, ready to pull him back if he fell.

      The prayer ended, and the casket sank into the earth with a faint, mechanical whir that seemed out of place in the ancient graveyard. I wanted to close my eyes but forced myself to look, to acknowledge what was happening. Theio Giorgo’s hand tightened on my shoulder, his fingers digging into the soft flesh beside my collarbone. It hurt, but I didn’t mind. If I could take some of his pain, I’d do it gladly. As grief-stricken as I was, I knew all too well how much worse it was for my uncle. He was burying his mother today. I squeezed his hand and offered the same words he’d given to me.

      “Don’t be afraid,” I whispered. “I’m still here.”

      Bilal bit his lip, his gaze flicking from Theio Giorgo, to me, to the priest, and then back to Theio Giorgo. He reached out and took my uncle’s free hand, twining their fingers in a gesture of unmistakable intimacy. Theio Giorgo stiffened for a moment, then abruptly relaxed and brought their joined hands to his lips.

      The priest stumbled over his words, his attention caught by the shocked gasps around us. Panteli Apostolou stomped up to us, shaking his finger in Theio Giorgo’s face. Tears were gathered in the old man’s eyes, and it suddenly occurred to me that he’d likely known Yiayia longer than any of us.

      “How could you?” Panteli choked. “How could you parade your perversion here, of all places? Could you not wait for the grave to be filled?”

      Though the faces around us were scandalized, they weren’t particularly surprised. They’d known, then. Everyone had known about my uncle, but no one had said anything as long as he kept it properly hidden. It was the shock of seeing it in the open that had stirred such a reaction.

      “Step back.” I moved to place myself squarely in front of Theio Giorgo and Bilal. “And be quiet.”

      Panteli reddened. “I will not allow—”

      “I will not allow it.” My voice lashed out like a whip. With effort, I controlled my anger and spoke softly once more. “We’re here to bury my grandmother. I will not allow you to disrespect her son.”

      A blast of hot wind made Panteli stagger sideways, coughing convulsively. A low muttering spread throughout the gathered mourners, and I felt something shift in the crowd’s energy. Grief and sorrow turned into something darker—and it was directed at me.

      But then Alexi was at my side, his stern and so obviously respectable countenance deflecting and dispelling the increasingly malignant atmosphere. My heart leapt. Where had he come from, and where had he been? He was here now—but had he forgiven me?

      “Please,” he said. “Remember why we’re here. Give Aglaia Drakou the honor she deserves.”

      Theio Giorgo swallowed and nodded to the priest, who gave him a long, sad look and began his sermon once more. I waited, painfully aware of Alexi’s presence and of the soft fall of earth onto the casket. When it was over, I turned to Alexi. But he was already walking away.

      “Wait—Alexi—” I scrambled after him and caught his sleeve. “Alexi, please. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t.” He stopped and caught my wrists in his hands. “You don’t have to apologize. I know it wasn’t your fault.”

      “Then what—”

      He wouldn’t look at me. “I have to go away for a while.”

      “Away?” I shook my head. “What do you mean? Where are you going?”

      He dropped my wrists and turned away. “You should go back. Your nouno needs you.”

      “Wait—Alexi, stop.” I reached for him again, but he pulled out of my grasp and walked away. “Alexi!”

      He didn’t answer, didn’t turn, didn’t give me any sign he even heard me. He just kept walking.
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      “I’m sorry, what?” I blinked at Theia Anna, trying to think through the fog in my brain.

      “I want you to come stay with us,” she repeated patiently.

      “For how long?” I asked, still not catching on.

      “As long as you’re here,” Theia Anna said, taking my hand. “Until you leave for college.”

      Unease stirred at the mention of college. Johns Hopkins, Cornell, Northwestern…the acceptances were sitting in my email, dormant. I’d gotten an extension on placing a deposit due to extenuating circumstances, but they weren’t going to wait much longer. If I didn’t make a decision soon, I’d lose my chance at any American college.

      I shook the thought out of my head and tried to concentrate on the matter at hand. “But why?”

      Theia Anna frowned. “You must be lonely with only Giorgo for company. You should be with family—and Evangelia and Teli will be so excited to have you with us.”

      I noticed she didn’t mention Theio Mitso. “I am with family. And it’s not just Theio Giorgo. Bilal is there too. He—he had an accident, and he needs our help.”

      Theia Anna’s lips pressed together at the mention of Bilal. I narrowed my eyes.

      “That’s what this is really about, isn’t it?” I asked, disgust creeping into my tone. “Well, I don’t care if he’s gay, and neither should you. He’s family. Why should anything else matter?”

      “Of course Giorgo is family, koukla,” Theia Anna said soothingly. “But he’s sick. It’s not his fault, of course, but he needs time and—and help, to recover from his illness. He’s in no position to give you a proper home.”

      “He is not sick,” I spat. “He’s in love with a kind, compassionate, brave man who loves him back. There’s nothing sick about that.”

      Too angry to speak, I brushed past her and rushed home. Theio Giorgo shushed me with a cautionary finger to his lips as I slammed into the kitchen. I dropped into a seat beside him, scrubbing a hand across my forehead.

      “Sorry,” I whispered. “Is Bilal asleep?”

      “Yes.” He frowned worriedly at the hallway that led to his—and Bilal’s—room. “Finally.”

      I nodded, fiddling with a corner of the lacy table runner. Theio Giorgo nudged me with his foot.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I bit my lip. “Theia Anna wants me to live with them. She thinks it isn’t proper for me to stay with you.”

      Theio Giorgo didn’t say anything. I peeked up at him, trying to gauge his expression. His jaw was tight, but he didn’t seem surprised. Had Theia Anna already confronted him about his “illness?” Heat prickled over my skin. How dare she? As if his love life or my living arrangements were any business of hers.

      “I’m not going to, obviously,” I said, still looking at him closely, waiting for the tension in his face to ease. But it didn’t. “Right? Nouno?”

      He sighed and leaned forward to rest his face in his hands. After a moment, he folded them in front of him and met my eyes.

      “Maybe you should.”

      I gaped at him, uncomprehending at first. Then it hit me.

      “You…you don’t want me here?”

      “It’s not that.” After a long pause, he said, “The Ikouros is gone, have you noticed?”

      The news hit me like a fist. I hadn’t noticed, hadn’t thought… But of course the Ikouros would be gone. He was the guardian of this household, and Yiayia had been the heart, the cornerstone. If she was gone, so was he. I should have realized. I should have known. I’d been so caught up in my grief that I was already letting things slip, missing things, screwing up.

      “I have to think of Bilal,” Theio Giorgo said softly. “Without the Ikouros, our wards are gone. He’s in danger here, and I can’t do anything to help him—or you.”

      “And if I lived with Theia Anna, you could leave,” I said dully.

      “Please understand,” he whispered, and reached for my hands. “I love you, koukla, never doubt it—but you don’t need me. Bilal does. If I can keep him safe…”

      “Of course,” I said, pulling away.

      Theio Giorgo held on tighter. His voice was ragged. “I don’t want to leave you. How could your mother—or my mother—ever forgive me? But what else can I do? My Touch is weak—it’s barely there. I’m worse than useless to you. I’m a liability.”

      I wanted to tell him I didn’t need more magic. I had more than I knew what to do with. I wanted to tell him I just needed him. His love, his support. Just his presence, even. But that was selfish. Bilal had already suffered so much on my account. He’d nearly died, and I couldn’t promise it wouldn’t happen again. I couldn’t ask them to stay, knowing what it might mean.

      “I understand.” I squeezed his hands and tried to smile. “I do. Where will you go?”

      “Athens, I think. We can disappear there.” Theio Giorgo kissed my knuckles and released me. “Thank you, Chrysa.”

      “Of course.” I swallowed the lump that rose in my throat at my uncle’s obvious relief. “I guess I’d better go pack.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

      

    

    
      Living with Theia Anna wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. Whether because Theio Mitso genuinely regretted his behavior or because Theia Anna had spoken to him, my uncle was much warmer and seemed to be making an effort to make me feel welcome. Evangelia and Teli were thrilled to have me, as Theia Anna had promised, and their easy acceptance soothed the sting of Theio Giorgo’s absence.

      Unable to face the thought of Skia or my Touch, I lost myself in my studies, pushing away the nagging guilt that haunted my dreams and followed me with Paris’ sad eyes.

      The dogs were chained in the yard, Theia Anna having flatly refused to let them in the house. I missed them so much it was like a bruise that wouldn’t fade. But I couldn’t stand to look at them because to look at them was to look my own neglected duty in the face. Skia was out there, no doubt preparing some fresh horror. And what could I do about it? Nothing, as I’d done time and time again.

      The night before the Panelladikes exams, my dreams were full of blood and tears. I woke in a cold sweat, my heart pounding. I curled into a ball until my trembling eased, then changed and slipped down the hall to the bathroom, where I washed my face and wiped down my arms and shoulders with a washcloth. By the time I was done, I felt slightly better, but not ready to go back to sleep. Terror and guilt were waiting for me in my dreams, and I was in no rush to meet them again.

      My mother had always given me warm milk with honey when I couldn’t sleep, and it had worked every time. As quietly as I could, I tiptoed downstairs and fumbled until I found the light switch. The sudden brightness struck my eyes with an almost tangible force, making me wince.

      With a little hunting, I found what I needed and set about heating a small pot of milk on the stove. I bit my lip against a surge of memory. How many times had I sat with my mother in our kitchen at home, bundled up in a bathrobe and spilling my guts about a big test or soccer game that was keeping me awake? God, I missed her so much.

      A sharp sound jerked me out of my fog just as the clock struck three. After a moment, I recognized the sound for what it was: a knock at the door.

      I set my steaming mug in a small puddle of spilled milk on the table and stood, hovering uncertainly beside my chair. Who would come calling at this hour? Should I wake Theia Anna? But all was silent. Maybe it wasn’t a knock. I had just about convinced myself that I had imagined the whole thing when a voice called out,

      “Chrysa!”

      I jumped, my heart pounding. That was Theio Giorgo’s voice—he’d come back! But why was he here so late, and why hadn’t he just called my cell phone?

      I stepped out onto the front stoop and squinted into the darkness, looking for my uncle. The street was empty and so still it seemed impossible that anyone could be out there. A shiver of disappointment and fear ran up my spine like an icy finger.

      It was probably nothing. But maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was Skia. I supposed I should do something—investigate, at least. But I didn’t. Instead, I climbed heavily up the stairs and fell into bed.

      I was asleep almost before my head touched the pillow, but I was awake again before I knew it—suddenly and completely, as if I had never been asleep at all. My head was clear, and my heart was racing.

      There was something in the room with me.

      I couldn’t tell how I knew. Was there a smell? A sound? If there was, I didn’t register it consciously. I simply knew, without a doubt, that I was not alone in the room, and that whatever was there meant to do me harm.

      I had no more than the space of a breath before the creature was on me. A massive weight pressed me back into the mattress. Hard, hot hands closed around my throat and squeezed. I twisted and bucked, trying to throw the thing off, but it was too strong and too heavy. The lamp on the bedside table flickered with a sickening pulse, adding to the spots dancing behind my eyelids.

      In that flickering light, I caught a distorted glimpse of my attacker. It was—or had been—a man. But now it was a horrible, grotesquely bloated man with a swollen red face and popping, bloodshot eyes, clad in grimy rags that looked partially decomposed. Blood and foam dripped from lips so distended and puffy they looked ready to burst.

      A vrykolakas. So that’s what had been at the door. I should have known. The vrykolakas was the reason superstitious folk waited for the second knock before opening the door. But I didn’t have time to dwell on it now. The vrykolakas peeled its lips back, revealing jagged, broken teeth set in rotting gums. It roared in my face, spraying me with blood and saliva.

      Fear lent me new strength. One of my flailing hands collided with the lamp. I scrabbled for a moment and then managed to close my fingers around the slippery ceramic base and smash it into the side of the vrykolakas’ head. It released me and reared back, long enough for me to roll off the bed. I dove toward the door, but the vrykolakas was too fast. It seized me by the hair and yanked me backward, sending me sprawling.

      It roared again—but this time, I roared back. A howl of rage and pain and pure, unadulterated fuck you exploded from my chest, and with it a magnificent, inexplicable storm of fire that engulfed the vrykolakas from its ghastly head to its blackened toes. It disappeared in a burst of flame, leaving nothing behind but a small pile of ash that reeked of death and rot.

      The whole attack had taken all of two minutes, maybe less, but I felt as if I’d been fighting for hours. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t move. I just sat there, shaking with the aftermath of the struggle, and opened and closed my mouth like a fish. Dimly, I heard a riot of barking outside the window and, more dimly still, human cries of panic. Shaking my head to clear it, I staggered to the window and gasped at the dull orange glow that met my eyes. The sight hit me like a punch to the gut and brought a new wave of sweat to my skin.

      Fire.

      A house was on fire—more than one. I leaned out the window and glanced left, right. At least three houses were ablaze, and the grass and scrub between them, too. The fire was spreading, too quickly to be natural. I ducked back inside, my heart pounding, and scrambled for the door.

      “Theia,” I yelled, slamming into the hallway. “Wake up!”

      I threw open the door to Teli and Evangelia’s room and shook them both awake. Teli’s eyes popped open, round and black as buttons in his chubby face. Evangelia’s eyes fluttered for a moment, then she grunted and rolled over, pulling the sheet with her.

      “Evangelia.” I shook her again, harder this time. “Eva, wake up. We have to go outside.”

      She sat up, rubbing her eyes. “Why?”

      “There’s a fire.” Teli was at the window, standing on tiptoe. He turned back to me, his eyes wide. “Chrysa, there’s a fire!”

      “I know,” I said. “Come on, both of you. Let’s go get your parents.”

      But there was no need. Theio Mitso burst into the room and scooped Evangelia up in his arms. Theia Anna was right behind him, her hand over heart.

      “Thank God,” she gasped. “You weren’t in your bed. I thought—”

      “Let’s go,” Theio Mitso said. “All of you, out.”

      “I smell smoke,” Teli whispered. “Is our house burning, too?”

      “Not yet,” his father said tightly. “Chrysa, take him.”

      I pulled Teli into my arms, grunting a little at the weight. When had he gotten so big? The five of us spilled into the hallway. The smell of smoke was stronger now, and I could see wisps drifting from the ceiling. Argo and Paris’ barking had taken on a hysterical edge. I looked around wildly. Was the smoke from the other fires, or had it spread to us already? Where had it started? The ceiling? The porch? The yard? Argo and Paris were tied up out there, at my uncle’s insistence.

      “Theia,” I said urgently. “Take Teli. I have to—”

      The smoke was thicker now. I choked, then gasped as the ceiling behind us collapsed with a terrifying whoosh of flame. I dashed down the stairs after Theio Mitso, hustling Theia Anna before me. She was stumbling and coughing, steadied only by Theio Mitso’s iron grip on her arm. Evangelia wailed and clung to her father, her face tucked into his shoulder.

      “Chrysa,” Teli whimpered in my ear. “Are we going to die?”

      “No,” I said firmly, and jumped the last few steps.

      The heat was unbearable. How was this happening so quickly? It had been less than five minutes since I woke up. Was this how it had happened for my parents? Was this how they died, or had Skia killed them before burning the house? Was I lying to Teli—were we going to die?

      No. I reached inside myself, groping blindly for the magic that would keep us safe. But my mind was racing, unable to settle into the space I needed.

      “Ah!” Theio Mitso cursed and shook his hand. “The knob—”

      I shouldered past him, shifting Teli onto my back. “Let me.”

      There was no time to worry, no time to question myself. This time the Touch was there, ready at my hand. I wrapped the protection around all of us and got the door open, the sudden influx of air feeding the fire behind us. Evangelia shrieked as the curtains burst into flame.

      “Out!” Theio Mitso roared, but I was already leaping down the steps and onto the street.

      I gaped at the horror-scape around us. The entire neighborhood was on fire. It was like we’d plummeted into the very depths of hell. All around us, people were screaming, sobbing, audible even over the wail of the Fire Service’s sirens. I shoved Teli into his mother’s arms.

      “Go,” I said. “Get outside the gates.”

      Theia Anna fumbled for a moment as Teli squirmed in her arms. “What are you—”

      “I’ll be right behind you. Go!”

      “Chrysa!”

      My heart squeezed at the anguish in my aunt’s voice, but I didn’t stop. I sprinted for the house. The windows glowed with flames, giving the house the impression of a ghoulish, malevolent face. Argo and Paris were going wild, flooding my mind and heart with their fear.

      “I’m coming,” I called, coughing. “I’m coming—”

      I vaulted over a low patch of burning grasses and slid, cursing, through a pile of ash. Luckily, there wasn’t much to burn on the ground. Paris bounded toward me, whining and yelping his distress. He’d slipped loose of his collar, but Argo, the larger of the two, was still pulling and thrashing against his chain. Paris darted back to him, and I followed at a run, calling to Argo with both voice and Touch. But he refused to be soothed. When I finally reached him, he was twisting and wriggling like a fish, lost in pure, animal panic in the face of an enemy that couldn’t be defeated by claw or fang.

      “Be still,” I panted, fumbling for the buckle of his collar. “Argo—be still.”

      Argo quieted abruptly under the weight of my command and dropped to the ground to show me his belly. I groped at his neck and found the buckle of his collar. As soon as he was free, Argo rolled to his feet and pressed his head into my thighs. I bent over to kiss his trembling head and then turned, urging them away from the house, now burning from the inside out like a brick oven. It struck me that the fires had to have been set from the inside—all the houses in these parts were built from stone or clay…they couldn’t have caught from a neighboring fire. Not naturally.

      I looked back and there she was, silhouetted in the window like the shadow she was named for. I backed away, my hands balled into fists at my sides, streaked with soot and sweat. Skia stared at me a moment more, then turned and disappeared into the flames.
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      ﻿I found my family on the edge of town, huddled with the rest of their neighbors in the dim starlight. I pushed my way through the crowd, ignoring the mutters and dark looks cast my way.

      “Chrysa!” Theia Anna threw her arms around me, pulling me close. “I thought my heart would stop right then and there. How could you!”

      “I couldn’t leave Argo and Paris,” I said, suddenly irritated. I shrugged out of her embrace. “They could have choked on the smoke—or on those chains.”

      Chains she and her husband had forced on them. My heart thumped, tremors running up and down my limbs. I took a deep breath and tried to remember that this wasn’t my aunt’s fault. Skia had done this. She had killed my grandmother and scared off my uncle, and now she clearly meant to alienate me from the rest of my family and my community. Hadn’t she said so? I shouldn't make it any easier for her.

      “I’m sorry I scared you,” I said, in as conciliatory a tone as I could manage. “But they depend on me. I couldn’t leave them.”

      Theia Anna closed her eyes and took a breath of her own. “Chrysa, they’re dogs. They’re not worth your life. Promise me you’ll never do anything so foolish again.”

      I gave her a flat, black stare. “No.”

      “Chrysa!” Theia Anna twitched as if I’d slapped her, then shook her head. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, child. I really don’t.”

      Evangelia tugged on her mother’s nightdress. “Mama, when can we go home?”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      Theia Anna looked around helplessly, an expression of horror dawning on her face as the enormity of what had happened crashed down on her. Though the house itself hadn’t burned, everything inside was likely gone, ruined beyond repair. Years of their lives—photos, documents, clothes, furniture, maybe even cash—was nothing but a pile of ash.

      Sympathy warred with bitterness in my heart. I knew what they were feeling. The helpless despair, the sickening feeling of tripping headlong into darkness because someone pulled your whole life out from under you. But Theia Anna, at least, still had her family.

      “Chrysa.”

      I spun, jerked out of my black thoughts. Elena beckoned from behind a tree, her lips set in a nervous but determined line. My brows drew together in confusion, but I approached cautiously, noting how she glanced over her shoulder as if afraid of being overheard—or pursued.

      “Yes?” I crossed my arms. “What do you want?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Polite as ever. I don’t know why you have to—nevermind. I came to warn you.”

      My jaw slackened. “Warn me?”

      “I heard someone talking to the police inspector,” she whispered. “Everyone thinks you had something to do with the fires. The inspector wants to take you in for questioning.”

      Heat curled over my shoulders and up my neck. Had Skia done something to them to make them all believe the worst of me? Or was it only their own fear and innate need to find someone to blame?

      “Practically every house on the street was on fire—including mine! I didn’t—”

      “I know you didn’t,” Elena said, and I drew back in surprise. She snorted. “As if you could pull that off.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I muttered in English.

      Elena glared at me. “I heard that. And I speak English, too, you know. You’re not that special.”

      I laughed wearily. If only that were true. Elena surprised me again by nodding, almost like she was agreeing with the unspoken thought.

      “Okay, so maybe you are,” she said. “Alexi certainly seems to think so.”

      Without thinking, I grabbed her arm. “Alexi? Have you heard from him?”

      “Not for a while.” She glanced pointedly at her arm, and I released her. Rubbing it, she continued, “Not since he left.”

      “Did he tell you where he went?”

      “No,” she said. “He just said weird things might happen and asked me to watch out for you.”

      “And you agreed?” I asked skeptically.

      “I’m not cruel, whatever you might think,” she snapped. “And I’m not stupid, either. I don’t need Alexi to tell me there’s something odd about you, Chrysanthe Markou. ‘Weird things’ doesn’t even begin to cover what’s been going on the last few months, and I know you’re somehow tied up in it. It probably isn’t your fault—Alexi wouldn’t care about you like that if it were. But I think I’m right in saying it’s your responsibility. Whatever it is that needs fixing here, go fix it.” Her eyes were hard as she pointed up into the mountains. “And don’t come back until you do.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirty

        

      

    

    
      I sat atop the cliffs with my legs dangling over the side, watching the sun sink behind the slopes to the west. The town of Kalochori was bathed in gold, the villagers at rest after another long day of trying to rebuild. I twisted my arm behind my back, trying to reach that impossible-to-scratch spot between my shoulder blades.

      I’d been sleeping in the woods since the night of the fires, spending my time lurking around the edges of the community and trying to get an idea of what was going on while I considered what to do next. Amidra had given me some seemingly sincere but vague assurances that she would have something helpful soon, but I hadn’t seen her in several days. In the meantime, I’d grown grimy and tired and itchy—in more ways than one. I gave up trying to use my fingernails and flopped onto my back, wiggling against the stones. Argo sniffed and laid his head on his paws, watching me.

      “Don’t give me that look,” I told him. “Like you don’t do the same thing when I’m not there to scratch for you.”

      Paris didn’t share Argo’s disapproval. He threw himself down and wiggled right along with me and then rolled to his feet, shaking out his shaggy coat. I brushed off a few clinging bits of leaf and twig and sighed at how little time it had taken him to undo all my careful grooming. Then again, I wasn’t exactly runway ready myself.

      It wasn’t so bad, living rough. A bed of pine needles was comfortable enough, especially with Argo and Paris to keep me warm. I even managed to stay fairly clean with the river nearby. But the shorts and tanktop I’d worn to bed the night of the fires were grimy with sweat and dust, and my insides were in a constant, bewildering state of combined hunger and indigestion after nearly a week of eating nothing but fruit, berries, and edible greens from the woods. Argo had brought me a rabbit last night, but I hadn’t had the slightest idea of what to do with it. He and Paris had eventually torn the carcass apart before my half-envious eyes while I slurped the juice of yet another pear pilfered from someone’s garden.

      I sat up and drew my knees to my chest, looping my arms loosely around them. What was I going to do? The lunar eclipse was only days away, and I had nothing but my dogs and the clothes on my back. From what I could see, there was still a police presence in the town, and I didn’t want to risk going to my grandmother’s house. Theia Anna and her family were staying there while their house was being repaired, and I didn’t think I could trust them not to take me to the police station themselves. If they hadn’t believed the pyromania rumors before, they almost certainly did now. My memory flashed on Theia Anna’s stricken face. You weren’t in your bed. I thought…

      “You thought it was me,” I said bitterly, finishing the accusation she had been too ashamed to speak aloud. “The foreigner, the freak, the deranged little pyromaniac acting out and playing with matches.”

      Theia Anna thought I was emotionally damaged and unstable. It wouldn’t be that much of a stretch for her to believe I was capable of arson.

      I picked up a stone and hurled it over the cliff, then flopped back onto the grass. Wallowing was pointless, but I couldn’t help myself. I had no one left, no one to turn to. I had no idea what my next move was, or how to find Skia. And even if I could find her, what did I mean to do? Kill her? Even if I could, was that the solution? Hadn’t Yiayia drilled it into my head that such acts would corrupt my power—and my soul? But what else was there to do? How else could I stop her?

      The wind shifted, ruffling my growing hair around my ears. Argo let out a sharp whoof! and got to his feet, his ears pricked. I turned, and, sure enough, there was a figure moving between the trees. I got to my feet, hope rising like a bubble in my chest. Argo wouldn’t let an enemy pass without challenge. My eyelids fluttered as I tapped into Argo’s senses, trying to catch our visitor’s scent. Was it Theio Giorgo? The scent hit, and my heart fell, but only slightly.

      “Bilal,” I called, running down the slope to meet him.

      Paris bounded ahead of me, barking in greeting. Bilal grinned and knelt to receive him, his arms full of wiggling, hairy dog. I hung back, unsure whether to hug him or shake his hand or what. Bilal rose and reached out to take both my hands in his. He squeezed them gently, scrutinizing me in a way that would be uncomfortable coming from anyone else. I studied him, too. Though he was pale, he didn’t seem to be in pain.

      “How’s—you know.” I motioned to his torso, where his skin grafts had been. “Is there much scarring?”

      “Plenty,” he said with a wry smile. “But I’m more worried about you. Are you alright? We came back as soon as we heard.”

      “Yes.” It was the truth, but my voice still wobbled. I cleared my throat. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “Your uncle wanted to come,” Bilal said, still looking intently at my face. “But we agreed it made more sense for him to stay and talk to the police.”

      My heart began to beat faster. “They don’t still think—I mean, it’s ridiculous! All they have to go on is that stupid rumor.”

      “It is ridiculous,” Bilal agreed. “But Maria Vardalou has been making a nuisance of herself, insisting that by running away you proved yourself guilty.”

      “They don’t even live in town,” I said glumly. “She and Litsa must still really hate me. Is…is anyone listening to them?”

      “Giorgo is working on it,” Bilal hedged. “All the village needs is someone with a clear head to keep pointing out the facts without letting frenzied gossip and speculation obscure the truth.”

      I looked away in a vain attempt to hide my bitterness. “And my aunt isn’t that person.”

      “Fear distorts reality,” Bilal said gently. “And having small children who depend on you makes scary things even scarier.”

      “No one—no one died, did they?” I asked, fearing the answer but needing to know.

      “Chrysa, remember that it wasn’t your fault—”

      I sagged, the air knocked out of my lungs. “How many?”

      “Five,” he said reluctantly. “One of them was Panteli Apostolou.”

      “No,” I whispered. “Oh, no.”

      Teli must be devastated. He adored his grandfather. And though I’d found the man uncomfortable, to say the least, I never would have wished him dead. I sat down with a thump, hardly noticing the damp snout Argo immediately pushed into my face.

      “No wonder they all hate me,” I said. “They’re right to. All of this is because of me. And you—you almost died.”

      “But I didn’t die,” Bilal reminded me. “Because you saved me.”

      I shook my head. “Why did you come back? You could be free of all this. You could be safe.”

      “This is my home,” Bilal said simply. “I’ll fight for it, just like you and Giorgo.”

      “You seem to be taking all this awfully well.” I cast him a sidelong glance. “You’re not just humoring us?”

      Bilal smiled and tipped his head back, shading his eyes as he looked up to the mountain peaks.

      “I come from a mountain region myself, you know,” he said. “My grandmother’s stories weren’t that far off from your own. She believed them, too. It was my mother who converted to Islam, and only when she left the mountains and married. She left hoping for a more cosmopolitan life and ended up with sheep. I left Pakistan looking—I thought—for a new start in a European city. And what did I end up with?”

      He grinned, and I couldn’t help but return it.

      “Sheep,” I finished for him.

      “Sheep.” His smile softened. “But also, a home and a family. That’s worth more than people realize. I think you know, though.”

      “I do,” I said softly, and this time I didn’t hesitate to embrace him. “I’m glad you’re back, Bilal.”
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      I found Amidra soon after, at twilight. Not in the caves, as I had expected, but in a clearing on the mountainside. And she wasn’t alone.

      “Maiden!” a neraida cried, seizing my hands and pulling me into the circle of dancing sprites.

      “Kaimeni,” one cooed, lifting my arm to display my scars. “Let us mend your deformity. We can make you more beautiful than you could ever dream.”

      “No, thanks,” I said uncomfortably.

      The neraida laughed. “Then dance with us!”

      Argo and Paris circled the clearing, whining anxiously, as I whirled from hand to hand.

      Amidra called to them. They settled at her side, willing to obey someone familiar until I returned to them.

      “Please,” I gasped, pulling away. “I’m dizzy, please—”

      The neraida laughed again and spun me to a stop in front of Amidra. I staggered and steadied myself with a hand on Argo’s back as he rose to greet me.

      “Amidra,” I said. “We need to talk.”

      “Yes.” She gestured for me to sit beside her. “I would have summoned you if you hadn’t come tonight.”

      I sat. “We need to do something about Kalothia.”

      “I haven’t been able to catch her,” Amidra said, “but I know Kalothia has been provoking the darker elements and turning them in our direction. Lykanthropoi in particular. Three of the creatures have entered this territory and now battle each other for dominance. They have already killed a young couple. Your kind will find their bodies soon enough. You must pray that the remains are burned, lest they return as vrykolakes.”

      “How can Kalothia do this?” I asked, shaking my head in disgust. “Is she insane? Is that possible?”

      “When you are as long lived as we, you come to realize that the boundaries of sanity are fluid and subjective.”

      “Helpful,” I muttered.

      Beside me, Argo began to growl. I looked up and caught a glimpse of familiar golden hair.

      “Speak of the devil,” I said.

      There was Kalothia, twirling half a head above the other neraida. I turned back to Amidra.

      “Can’t you do anything?”

      She nodded, her face drawn and pensive. “I suppose I must.”

      Amidra rose, as sinuous and graceful as a thread of spider silk, and raised her hands.

      “My people,” she called. “Pause a moment in your revels and hear me!”

      The laughter and music died down with surprising speed. The neraida’s expressions ranged from curious to eager to skeptical—but in every face, I saw respect. Even in Kalothia’s, though hers was somewhat grudging.

      “Speak, Amidra of the Caves,” one of the neraida shouted. “We hear you.”

      “I call on Kalothia of the Pines to account for her actions,” Amidra said. “Actions which mark her as both a traitor and a despicable fool.”

      Kalothia’s eyes widened. Amidra laughed.

      “You are surprised, sister? Do you think us fools, not to recognize your hand in the darkness that has spread in these parts? Or do you imagine yourself more skilled, more subtle, than the rest of us?”

      Rose-petal pink touched Kalothia’s cheeks. “No more skilled, sister, but bolder.”

      “You do not deny, then, that you have conspired with a mortal to unleash the Anavlisi, knowing full well that, in doing so, you put the lives of your sisters and cousins at risk?”

      The onlookers gasped and murmured among themselves. I swallowed and glanced at Amidra, wondering if she noticed that most of them were glaring at me, perhaps wondering if I was the mortal in question.

      “I conspire with no mortal,” Kalothia said, her lip curling in distaste. “I make use of mortals, as do we all. My sister Amidra has the right of it—I intend to free the Anavlisi. For centuries, we of the immortal blood have hidden in the shadows, skulking at the edges of mortal civilization. We have lived on what scraps are left to us, but no more! Why should we be content to lap at tiny pools when we could have access to oceans of power? The Anavlisi has awoken! Why should we not take the power for ourselves and thrive?”

      “Are you a mortal child, to speak so?” Amidra asked. “Do you simply not understand, or are you so consumed by ambition that you cannot see the truth? If the Anavlisi runs unchecked, it will drain the power that sustains us all. We will vanish from the earth, and the lands in our charge will wither and die along with us.”

      “It will not run unchecked,” Kalothia insisted. “I can harness the power. I can contain it.”

      “You are wrong,” Amidra said coldly. “And your arrogance will doom us all.”

      “Then join me!” Kalothia cried, and pointed at me. “Bend your mortal pet to your will! Force her to open the Anavlisi and help me control the power, if you think I cannot do it alone. Think of what our future could be with such bounty!”

      I stiffened and shot a nervous glance at Amidra, but she only shook her head.

      “You continue to flaunt your ignorance, Kalothia. I could no more command this mortal than I could shake down the mountain. A magissa thrice blessed by the moon is a match for any of us, and the dark one known as Skia is more dangerous still. Do you not see, sister? You are the tool, not she. She is hunger and greed and spite, and you have brought her into our midst to devour and destroy all we hold dear.”

      The other neraida were whispering again, their agitation almost tangible, like a thick mist in the air. The air of lighthearted merriment had dissipated completely, replaced by a charged tension that boded no good for me and mine. Argo and Paris got to their feet. They stood at my side, hackles raised, rumbling a warning at the few neraida who cast speculative glances my way.

      “Perhaps you cannot command this mortal,” Kalothia said, giving me a cruel smile. “But I’ll wager I can.”

      Kalothia tossed her hair and pointed a long, elegant finger at me. Her will rose against me like a wave before she even spoke. The wave pushed and pressed at me with suffocating force. It was uncomfortable. It was painful. It was frightening. Once, I might have shied away from the discomfort, but no more.

      “You’ve gotten stronger,” I remarked. “A gift from your ‘tool’ Skia, I think. But I’ve received my own gifts, Kalothia, and I know how to use them.”

      “You are a child,” Kalothia snarled. “A shrinking, timid, mortal child, and you will obey me.”

      I took hold of her command and turned it against her, slamming it over her with such force that she staggered. I advanced on her; Argo and Paris stalked beside me, growling. With each step, I ground my will into her until she was on her knees and shaking with impotent fury.

      “I am not yours to command. I will not bow to you, or to Skia,” I said, just loud enough for the onlooking neraida to hear. “Tell her that, Kalothia. Run back to your mistress and tell her that if she wants the Anavlisi, she’ll have to go through me. That is my command, and you will obey me.”

      Eyes flashing, Kalothia rose to her feet and turned to the gathered neraida.

      “You see,” she cried, crocodile tears in her eyes. “You stand witness to my humiliation, sisters. Will we allow mortals to use us so? Or will we take the Anavlisi’s strength for our own and rise above such abuse?”

      I winced inwardly. Kalothia’s new tactic hadn’t occurred to me. Some of the neraida cast dirty looks at me, muttering among themselves. But it was too late to back down now, even if I wanted to. And I didn’t. No way in hell was I going to let Kalothia play the victim.

      “I’ve done nothing you didn’t first try to do to me,” I said, as calmly as I could. “If you don’t like it, you have only yourself to blame. Now go.”

      Kalothia, still playing the righteous martyr, flounced off into the darkness. The other neraida disappeared one by one.

      “What do you think?” I asked Amidra. “Did I ruin everything?”

      “No,” she said. “Some may side with Kalothia, it’s true. But you have exposed her as the puppet she is, and most will fight with us when the time comes.”

      I shook my head. “It won’t be enough, though, will it? We need more allies.”

      “Yes,” she said. “We do.”

      “Well, then, we'd better get started.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

      

    

    
      We began with Kori. The drakaina was as pleased to see me as ever, winding her tail around my waist and combing her stone fingers through my hair.

      “Sad moon.” Her tongue snaked out to rasp against my cheek.

      “Yes,” I said softly. “I am sad.”

      Kori’s head cocked to the side. “Why?”

      “Your beast,” I told her. “The Shadow. Skia. She hurt me, Kori. I need to find her—I need to fight her. You said you would help me. Are you ready?”

      “I am ready.” Stone shrieked as Kori raked her claws down the cliff face. “Take me to the beast.”

      “Calm yourself, young one,” Amidra said. “We do not need your teeth and claws. Not yet. What we need now are your wings. We need you to gather your kin.”

      “More drakoi?” Kori lowered her head doubtfully.

      “Yes.” I put my hand on her arm. “As many as you can find and persuade to join us. But be careful. We know one drakos is already under Skia’s thrall. Don’t let him hurt you. And if you meet Skia, do not fight her. We’re going to do that together.”

      Kori shuffled her feet and avoided my eyes.

      “Kori.”

      She gave me a sulky look. “Command?”

      “No, I’m not going to command you.” I patted her shoulder. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Not a child.”

      Kori hissed, baring her stone teeth, and I realized with a pang that she was right. It wasn’t only that she was bigger, though she was nearly twice the size she’d been when I first met her. She saw something wrong and was willing to do something about it, even if it scared her. If that wasn’t growing up, what was?

      “I know you’re not,” I said. “But we have to work together. I’m relying on you, Kori. Promise me you won’t take any unnecessary risks.”

      Kori turned her head to nibble my fingers as she weighed my words. Finally, she nodded and patted my hand. My heart squeezed at the gesture, one she must have picked up from me.

      “Promise.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Kori.”

      Kori took off without another word, clawing her way up the cliff face and launching herself into the sky. Amidra and I watched her until she was only a tiny speck.

      “Come,” Amidra said. “My kin are waiting.”

      “You’ll have to handle them,” I said.

      She looked at me curiously. “Where will you go?”

      I shivered. “To the Kallikantzaroi.”

      “I must wish you good fortune, then.” Amidra’s tone suggested I’d need it. “Where will we gather?”

      “At the ash tree.”

      The words came to my lips without thought, but it felt right. I needed my mother. Amidra nodded, both in approval and farewell, and stepped backward into a shadow of stone. I did the same, sliding into the darkness as I’d been taught, and emerged in the cave where I’d left Argo and Paris. They leaped to greet me, cold noses and warm tongues mingling on cheeks and neck.

      “Sorry, boys,” I said. “You’re not going to like this part, either.”

      This time I took them into the shadows with me, going down, down, until the putrid stench of rot and mold rose to meet us. I rubbed my hands together until I held a flame in my hand.

      “Arpax,” I called. “Cousin. Will you speak with me?”

      “I will, indeed.”

      And he was there, looming out of the darkness, as terrifying as I remembered. The tiny light of my tiny fire only served to throw shifting, disturbing shadows across his grotesque face.

      “What shall we speak of, cousin?” Arpax circled me, always at the edge of the light. “Shall we speak of the vrykolakes rising in the east like flies from a corpse? Or of the spreading scourge of lykanthropoi? The Shadow has called them, and they are coming. They are coming for you, cousin.”

      I shivered and curled my free hand into Argo’s ruff. “I know. I’ve come to ask for your help.”

      “What makes you think my help is within your grasp?”

      “Maybe you’re interested in stopping Skia,” I suggested, an edge to my voice. “Or maybe you’ve grown fond of me. You haven’t tried to disfigure me this time.”

      Arpax laughed, the sound echoed by an invisible horde of imps.

      “I am fond of you,” he said. “And so, I will make you a promise.”

      My heart leapt. “Thank—”

      “I will not promise my aid,” he said, then added, “to anyone. I will not pledge my kin to your cause, but neither will Skia count us among her allies. That is my promise to you, cousin.”

      My fists clenched. I wanted to laugh—or scream—at the inadequacy of such a promise. But instead, I took a breath and forced myself to speak politely.

      “I’m—I’m grateful.”

      “No, you’re not,” he said, sounding amused.

      “Well, it’s not much to be grateful for, is it?” I huffed. “Is neutrality really the best you can offer? Skia—”

      “Has nothing to do with us. Why should we care what happens above ground?” he asked.

      That brought me up short. “Doesn’t the Anavlisi—”

      “We live below,” Arpax said. “Below the Anavlisi, below any well. We live beside the very heart of the earth. We will survive, whatever happens.”

      “But—”

      “We will not fight.” Arpax’s voice was as hard and cold as stone. “You may not thank me for it now, but you will.”

      An ominous hissing rose from the darkness. The lesser Kallikantzaroi frolicked in the shadows, their eyes flashing menacingly in the gloom. I stiffened, instinctively gathering my magic to me. But even as strong as I’d grown since I met them last, I couldn’t control all of them. I was in their realm and at their mercy.

      “I hope you’re right,” I said, swallowing my disappointment. “I’ll take no more of your time.”

      “One last word of advice, cousin.” Arpax reached out and brushed a long, dirty nail against my neck, and I struggled to suppress a spasm of disgust. “The Kindred Above are not the only ones with something to lose, and they are not the only ones with claws and teeth.”

      He extended his hand to the dogs and gave an elaborate bow, chuckling as Argo bared his teeth.

      “Go well, cousin.”
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      The wolves came in the belly of the night, just before false dawn. The moon had set hours before, disappearing behind star-shadowed mountain peaks. Rather than risk an altercation with the flock guardians in the high pastures, we waited for them deep in the gorge, where even the starlight couldn’t find us.

      I perched on flat stone. Argo and Paris paced back and forth before and behind me, rumbling deep in their chests. Though I couldn’t see them, I knew their fur was standing on end from the crests of their heads all the way to their tails. The wolves circled us with their heads low, weaving effortlessly between the trees like ghosts.

      The hair rose on the back of my own neck. I had called them here, but I had to force myself to stay and face them. There was something deeply unsettling about the wolves, something instinctive buried deep in my psyche. They were even more frightening than the xotika, in their way, for the fear and awe humans held for wolves was as old as mankind itself. It predated stories, predated the xotika—or at least humans’ awareness of them—and lay close to the bone.

      My first impulse was to deny the fear and push it away. But that wouldn’t work. I couldn’t accomplish anything with the fear circling me like the wolves. I had to let it in, acknowledge it, and set it aside.

      The moment I let my fear go, the wolves ceased their circling. Their patriarch approached, a denser and more sinister spot of black in the blackest night I’d ever known. Argo stepped forward to meet him. A faint but visceral snarl rose from them both, and for a moment it seemed the demands of instinct might prove stronger than the mutual purpose that had brought us together.

      But then my Touch pulsed, and the moment passed. The wolf and the shepherd set aside their ancient enmity and turned to me as allies, however uneasy an alliance it might be. They, too, had a stake in this. Skia threatened their hunting grounds, their cubs, their future. Despite the darkness, I could have sworn I saw the alpha’s eyes flash, burning into mine like a brand. Those eyes left the imprint of a promise on my heart: the wolves would fight for us. They would heed my commands.

      For now.
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      I awoke to whispers and a stir of anticipation that was half painful, half joyful. My head was swimming, aching with exhaustion after another night spent communing with the predators of the mountains. I peeked over Argo’s shoulder and shivered at the six pairs of yellow eyes that met my gaze. Argo growled a warning, and the wolves gave him shining, canine grins in return.

      Beyond them, the dark bulk of a bear rose like a giant stone in the clearing. A herd of wild boar foraged nearby, snorting and squealing in the mist, and I could sense lynxes and wildcats prowling in the shadows. Kori and the other drakoi had taken shelter in the cliffs, resting in the crags and curled around warm stones.

      Theio Giorgo and Bilal were out there, too, making spears dipped in aconite with which to impale vrykolakes and modifying iron kitchen and farm tools into weapons that—we hoped—could decapitate both vrykolakes and lykanthropoi. And, I supposed, anything else that would be better off headless.

      The stirring that had awoken me pulsed again, and the whispers grew as magoi and neraida alike responded to whatever had awoken me.

      “What—”

      The wind shifted, carrying a scent that struck me like a dart. I shot upright and scrambled to my feet. Argo and Paris were already trotting across the clearing to greet a figure half obscured by the morning fog.

      “Alexi,” I whispered.

      I waited, breathless, torn between a mad urge to dive into the nearest shadow gate and a desire, equally mad, to throw myself into his arms. But before I could do either, he was there, and my hands were caught in his.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, before I could speak. “I’m so sorry I left the way I did, and I’m sorry I’ve been so long.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I raised his hands to my cheek. “You’re here now. But where did you go?”

      “I was looking for the Singers,” he said.

      My eyes widened. “Did—did you find them?”

      “Yes.” Alexi’s voice was raw. “I found them. I asked for their help.”

      My heart pounded. Any help they gave would come with a price. “And what did you offer in return?”

      “Myself,” Alexi whispered. “I promised them ten years of service, if only they would help you.”

      My knees went weak with horror. “Alexi, no—no!”

      Despite the sacrifices and progress he’d made for my sake, I knew how he still felt about his gift. To give himself over to the Sight for ten years...it would be torture for him.

      “It may not come to that,” Alexi said bleakly. “I don’t know what form their help will take, or if they’ll come through at all. But there is hope.”

      “There is,” I said, squeezing his hands. “Plenty of it. More than half the neraida are with us. We have four drakoi, and the wolves and bears and boar. You don’t have to—”

      “I do,” he said. “Do you you think I could live with myself, knowing I did nothing? Whatever hope, whatever help I can give you, I want you to have it.”

      “But ten years, Alexi.” I shook my head. “I’m not worth that.”

      “You are,” he said softly. “But it’s not just you, is it? It’s everyone, and everyone is depending on you. Let me do my part. Let me help you carry the burden.”

      I nodded, unable to speak, and swayed toward him. He lowered his head, his forehead resting against mine. I closed my eyes and concentrated very hard on the pressure of our joined hands to keep from crying.

      “Thank you,” I whispered finally.

      We stayed like that for several long moments, then Alexi pulled away and looked at our assembled forces.

      “So, this is our army,” Alexi said. “But where is the battleground?”

      “Wherever the Anavlisi is closest to breaking,” I said. “It’s constantly shifting. Skia has given me until tonight’s eclipse to surrender. When I don’t, she’ll go for the Anavlisi.”

      “How will you find it?”

      I shrugged. “The same way Skia will—follow the power. I know where to pick up the trail, but where it takes us…well, I guess we’ll find out.” I tried to smile, to be brave. “I just love surprises, don’t you?”

      Alexi squeezed my hand and returned the smile. Somewhere in the forest, a wildcat screamed.

      “I think Skia is the one who’s in for a surprise.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirty-Two

        

      

    

    
      At sunset, we gathered our forces and made our way to the largest shadow gate available: the very cave that Kalothia had tried to drown me in so many months before—the cave where I’d first sensed the Anavlisi. As we walked, the gathered magoi struck up a chant in that same ancient language I’d heard at my parents’ burial.

      I expected my eyes to overflow with tears, my throat to tighten. I expected grief to make me stumble if not beat me to my knees. But none of that happened. My head and heart were clear. I had a job to do, and I was going to do it—I was strengthened, not weakened, by the memory of my parents.

      The chanting quieted as we entered the cave. Something about the place seemed to demand silence and attention. I shivered as we approached the underground river.

      “This is where you saved me,” I murmured to Amidra. “This is where Kalothia tried to kill me. She wanted me to cross the river and go with her to the Anavlisi. Yiayia said I might have died or gone mad if I’d opened the Anavlisi then.”

      “This time you will go,” Amidra said. “A different person with different aims. Different skills. There is much to fear, but you are equal to it.”

      Amidra led us to a shallow part of the river where we could cross, and I was overcome by a feeling of standing on the edge of a cliff. Once I crossed this river, there was no going back. I would be a leader—the general of an army. And what a strange army it was.

      Argo whuffed, his ears pricking. Whispers rose and bounced from wall to wall. The sound grew to a hum, then a song. One by one, the neraida of the caves emerged from the darkness with shy smiles of welcome. Amidra’s voice soared above them all, calling light from the stone so that the whole cave glittered like the night sky. We could have been suspended in space, surrounded by a whole galaxy of stars.

      “Come,” Argo growled, pushing by me to step into the river.

      “Yes.” I stepped into the freezing water with Paris at my side. “I’m coming.”

      Amidra had warned me never to walk the shadow road without knowing where I was going, but I had no choice. I focused on the thrum of the Anavlisi’s power, using it to tether myself to my destination, wherever that was. If I lost hold of it, we could all be lost.

      “Have faith,” Amidra murmured. “You will not fail.”

      I nodded. I took another step into the river, and my army followed. Leaving the cave of stars behind, we passed through the shadow gate in silence, one after another.

      The thread of magic grew stronger and thicker as we moved deeper into the gate, throbbing and humming around us until it swirled into a vortex that yanked us the rest of the way through. I stumbled out of the gate and emerged on a bleak, barren expanse of moon-drenched rock, moss, and scrubby, wind-swept grass. Ahead, behind, on all sides, the grass and scrub fell away into sheer cliffs. I moved cautiously to the edge and peered over. The lights of Kalochori were just a tiny splotch in the dark, over a thousand meters below us.

      I turned around and looked out over the eerie landscape. The shadow gate had led us to the vast plateau at the top of the mountain, as close to the sky as you could get without an airplane. I wouldn’t have expected to find much of anything so high up, but at the plateu’s center lay an alpine lake, still and shining silver like a mirror. And underneath that lake…

      “There it is,” I said, my voice firm and sure. “The Anavlisi. I can feel it under the lake.”

      The Anavlisi called to me. Its power hummed through every stone, every blade of grass. It was on the wind, curling around my bare neck and riffling through my hair.

      “It’s nearly time,” Amidra said, her face upturned. “Look.”

      A shadow was creeping across the full moon, mimicking the monthly phases. Now a gibbous, it would turn to a half moon, then a crescent. The moon would reemerge in a dark, rusty haze, before retracing its steps through the dark until it shone silver once more. The eclipse was coming.

      “Darkness will come first,” Amidra said, echoing my thoughts. “Then blood. When the moon turns red, the barrier holding back the Anavlisi will be at its thinnest. That is when Skia will strike. You must strike first.”

      “She’s not going to make it easy.”

      I swallowed and nodded toward the far edge of the plateau. One by one, a line of hulking, bobbing figures formed…and waited. Beside me, Argo lowered his head as he fixed his eyes on his prey. Paris’ lips curled, and the hair rose on the back of his neck. The wolves spread out on my other side, silent and menacing in their stillness.

      A hand squeezed my shoulder from behind. Alexi. Without taking my eyes off the enemy, I reached back and covered his hand with mine. There were no words of comfort I could offer. Whatever dark creatures were waiting for us, we would fight them with iron and teeth and fire.

      Anticipation thickened the air. Soon the tension would break, though at what signal I couldn’t say.

      And then I saw it. A drakos larger than any of Kori’s recruits—larger than anything I could have imagined—rose heavily from below the horizon. My insides trembled. This is it, I thought. For a moment, all was silent except for the wind whistling over the stones. Then both lines broke, rushing forward like waves racing for the shore. Kori screeched and hurled herself into the sky, her cry echoed by the three drakoi who had come to our aid. They joined her, rising higher and higher in preparation for the attack. The wolves howled, the bears roared, and the lynxes screamed in an eerie wail that made my skin prickle.

      I ran for the lake harder than I’d ever run in my life. Flames were already dancing across my fingers, and a hot wind carried me forward like a riptide. Alexi was at my side, twin spears clutched in his pumping fists. I imagined the look on his face mirrored my own—not frightened but focused. There wasn’t room for fear, only survival.

      Skia’s army of monsters met us with shocking speed, and my own army crashed into them in an explosion of blood and teeth. Fire blazed from my palms, incinerating the first vrykolakas to challenge me. Alexi impaled another with one of his spears, and Theio Giorgo and Bilal hacked together at a horrible headless thing that I couldn’t name. Overhead, drakoi dove again and again, flaming at the roiling sea of malice below.

      All around me, bloody chaos reigned. And…I saw it all. My senses sharpened to a diamond point. Argo and Paris were lost to me, the connection closed by the rush of adrenaline and an intense focus that left no room for any senses but my own. But I saw them tear the throats and viscera from every monster to cross their paths. I heard the death shrieks of monsters and men. The scent of blood drenched my nose and throat. The scent—and the blood itself—was everywhere. It coated my hands, splattered my face. It turned the earth beneath my feet into clinging, sucking mud.

      One of the headless monsters was on top of Bilal. Theio Giorgo buried his ax in its back, his face a rictus of fear and rage. It spasmed but didn’t go down—not until a boar rammed into its legs, shredding the muscles with its tusks. Ahead of me, a pair of lynxes tore at a downed drakos while a cluster of magoi chanted, holding it in place with the force of their combined will.

      A lykanthropos hurtled toward them. I threw myself into its path and let it slam into me. I hung on like grim death as we rolled, all my focus turned inward as I reached for the lykanthropos’ heart. It beat once, twice—then fell silent. The lykanthropos bucked and thrashed. But soon it, too, went still and died. I crawled out from under it, panting, and pushed myself into a sprint.

      I dashed through the carnage, dodging whatever I could and destroying what I couldn’t. All around me, my friends and allies were fighting like lions—but it wasn’t enough. Skia’s forces were pushing us back, step by agonizing step. Panic gripped me, breaking through the icy clarity that had been my armor. I wasn’t going to make it to the lake. Skia was going to open the Anavlisi and drain it for her own greed, and all those who had followed me were going to die for nothing.

      Instincitively, I looked for Alexi. He was behind me, armed with nothing but stones. A hairy, gargoyle-like creature circled him, slavering and chuckling in anticipation. Alexi lunged—but he stumbled. He fell to his knees, his face going blank and slack. The gargoyle roared in triumph and pulled back a clawed hand to deliver the death blow. I ran, hurling myself onto its back. I hauled its arm away with one hand and groped forward with the other until I found its eyes. They burned away to ash while the monster shrieked. I’d never heard a sweeter sound.

      “Alexi,” I panted. He was still kneeling on the ground, staring at nothing. “Alexi! We can’t stay here.”

      I shook him, pleading with him to get up, but he didn’t move. Overhead, the shadow on the moon crept closer to the edge. Alexi’s head snapped back, and he began to sing.

      A multitude of voices burst forth, tumbling and weaving around each other like a rockslide—sharp-edged and heavy, but also fluid. Goosebumps rippled over my skin as his song increased in volume and intensity. The stones beneath my feet were vibrating, humming in sympathy with the layered frequencies. The earth lurched. Stone song, I realized dimly. Though I had felt his magic myself the night we healed Nefeli, I had never quite absorbed the fact that Alexi wasn’t only a Seer but a fully fledged magos—and a strong one. What his song lacked in control or finesse, it made up for with power. It burst from him like a hurricane, over a decade of repressed magic finally breaking free.

      The earth rose beneath us and kept on rising, like a giant waking from sleep. I cried out and clutched Alexi to me to keep him from sliding into the crevasse left behind. A yawning hole opened with terrifying speed like the jaws of a monster summoned by Skia. I scrambled backward, dragging Alexi by one arm as his body spasmed with a song that wasn’t his.

      “Alexi,” I panted. “Alexi, help me!”

      He was too heavy, too wild. I couldn’t keep hold. The crumbling edge of the crevasse was chasing us, just inches away and gaining ground as I pulled Alexi through the mud. Alexi was insensible, his lashes fluttering over the whites of his eyes. Magic ripped through him, making him jerk and convulse with every note torn from his lips.

      A shadow washed over us. Kori crashed through the air as if flung from a catapult. For a moment I could find no trace of the gentle little girl I had befriended. She was a vision of death and teeth and terror. But then her face broke into a grin as I met her eyes, and she trilled a greeting as she swooped toward us. Flying grit stung my cheeks, flung into my face by Kori’s pumping wings. She touched down behind me just long enough to seize me around the middle and pull me into the air.

      “No—wait!”

      I reached for Alexi, but a second drakaina had him and was bearing him safely away. My stomach swooped and seized in terror as we rose higher into the sky. I craned my neck, looking for Alexi, and found him atop a rocky outcropping. His head was snapped backward, his arm outstretched toward the giant he had woken—a being of stone and earth, as if the mountain itself had answered his call. It pulled itself from the earth and lumbered to its feet, towering over the battle raging below. Both sides scattered, their screams lost under the giant’s roars. Alexi shouted. It bellowed in response and slammed its mossy fist into the ground. The earth split once more with a deafening crack. A second stone giant lurched into being, then a third and a fourth.

      Grief burned through me. This must be the aid Alexi's Singers had promised. They had kept their bargain, and so had sealed Alexi’s fate. But I couldn’t think about that now. I turned away.

      “To the lake,” I shouted over the wind. “Kori—take me to the lake!”

      Kori banked hard, wheeling toward the lake and the Anavlisi. Behind me, the living mountain bellowed with a voice like thunder. Skia’s army broke and ran, the slow and unlucky falling like flies beneath the mountain’s massive feet.

      “Down!” Kori cried, and released me.

      I landed hard on the rocky banks of the lake and rolled to the side just in time to avoid a jet of flame. The huge craggy form of a full grown drakos loomed over me, fire dribbling from obsidian fangs as long as my forearm. Kori threw herself at him, her shrieks of fear and fury mingling with the scream of stone on stone as the two ripped at each other. Another drakos, one of our own, joined her and together they dragged the other drakos out of my way.

      I sprinted around the edge of the lake, praying to anything and everything that might be listening that I would make it before some other monster got in my way. Skia stood across the water, her arms outstretched. The power of the Anavlisi churned and surged in answer to her call, rumbling through the earth so that the pebbles rattled beneath my feet. The eclipse was nearly complete. At any moment, the moon would shine red and Skia would strike.

      Cold sweat washed over my back and shoulders. I wasn’t going to make it. I wasn’t going to be able to stop her. Could I use my magic to hold the Anavlisi closed? It would be like trying to reverse the flow of Niagara Falls. I might be able to, but for how long? And what would keep Skia or someone else from trying again?

      The Anavlisi was going to open, one way or another. I would have to take control of it myself and try to channel the power back into the earth. Yiayia’s words, nearly a year old, came back to me. If I couldn’t control it, the raw power of the Anavlisi might kill me, drive me mad, burn away my soul…

      I would control it. I could do it. I had to.

      The ground shivered and bucked like a frightened horse, and for an absurd moment all I could think was that Alexi could tame it if he wasn’t busy directing an army of chthonic mercenaries bought and paid for with ten years of his life.

      The earth heaved again, knocking me to my knees. I could feel the fabric of reality starting to warp and degrade as the Anavlisi churned closer and closer to the surface. My senses cracked and flowed into one another, making my stomach roil. But I crawled forward to the edge of the lake and plunged my hand into its icy waters. Overhead, the moon bloomed with a rusty haze. A waterspout shot into the air, a tornado of water and wind and magic.

      The Anavlisi was open.

      Kalothia appeared at the water’s edge, just out of my reach—and Skia’s, too. Laughing, her teeth bared in a fox-like grin, Kalothia raised her arms toward the Anavlisi swirling overhead. My breath caught and I froze, my stomach plummeting as if I’d missed a step in the dark. In my determination to overcome Skia, I’d forgotten Kalothia completely. I flung my Touch upward, desperate to seize the Anavlisi’s power before Kalothia could.

      Kalothia never got the chance. Amidra rose from the water like a shark and plunged her hands up and under Kalothia’s ribs, into her heart. Kalothia wailed, using the last of her strength to swipe at Amidra’s face with nails like claws. Amidra dropped Kalothia’s body with a contempt so palpable I almost expected it to leave a mark on Kalothia’s skin.

      Skia shouted in triumph, then anger. We caught hold of the cyclone of power in the same moment. I gasped. Nothing, nothing could have prepared me for this. The lykanthropoi, Lamia, Kalothia—commanding them, controlling them, now seemed as easy as holding my father’s hand by comparison. Holding the Anavlisi was like holding back a tidal wave.

      Skia’s voice rose, calling out to something—or someone—I couldn’t see. Connected as we were through the Anavlisi, I felt her call echo through me and down into the earth. In the whirling vortex, a face emerged. It was an open, merry face with laughing eyes and a mouth made for smiling. But it was a strong face, too, and something about the set of the jaw made me think of Alexi.

      “Asen!”

      Skia cried out and fell to her knees, but not from weakness. Her eyes burned with a ferocious determination, and I understood then what had driven her to such lengths. I should have known—she had all but told me, the day she approached me with her offer. I myself had speculated if it was possible. She wanted to raise the dead. She wanted her loved one back, and she was willing to risk everything—everyone—to do it.

      I clung to the thread of power that tied me to her and to the Anavlisi. If I lost hold, it was over. Think of Kori, I told myself.  Think of Amidra, think of Theio Giorgo—think of everyone who depended on the Anavlisi and so depended on me. Think of Mama, hovering between life and death.

      I had my Maiden’s power and the power of the Crone. I had more magic than any magissa alive—except Skia. Her stolen power matched my own, and it was supplemented by a wild, desperate, ruthless desire that I simply couldn’t match. Who was I to think I could stand in her way? She had defeated countless magisses who were older and wiser than I. Skia was a monster who had been preying on our kind for nearly a century. Who was I but a scared and lonely girl?

      My peripheral vision crumbled away like sand. Cotton filled my ears. My whole world narrowed. Skia’s face filled my vision, her triumph blazing with such glory it was almost grotesque. She was unstoppable.

      “Help,” I croaked. “Please—someone—”

      “Help.”

      Argo, his pelt stiff and heavy with blood, lay beside me with a groan and leaned into me. Paris arrived moments later, limping and swaying with exhaustion. He said nothing but licked my cheek. His tail twitched in a tiny wag.

      “Help.” Kori landed with an enormous thump and hunkered down beside me. “I help.”

      Alexi took my hand in both of his. “I’m here.”

      Theio Giorgo grasped my shoulders. “And me.”

      “And me.” Bilal stood over us, his long knives at the ready.

      Amidra appeared and wrapped her long, clammy fingers around my wrist. Blood streaked her face, and her dark hair billowed around her. Her pale eyes had gone dark, her pupils dilated to the point of consuming the iris. The angles of her face were sharp, severe—feral.

      “We are with you, Maiden.”

      Please, let it be enough. Tears filled my eyes. My hold on the Anavlisi was slipping, the power burning through my hands like a length of rough twine. Wind whipped my hair into my face, stinging my eyes. The lake was steaming, almost boiling, turning my hands an angry red. The Anavlisi’s power had me in its teeth, shaking me as I had so often seen Argo shake a rabbit to break its neck. I was going to break—like a rabbit, like the small, weak, helpless prey that I was. All Yiayia’s training, all her magic… It wasn’t enough. I was going to die.

      “Believe,” Paris whispered.

      “Maiden.” Amidra’s fingers tightened. “Chrysa. What you need isn’t more magic but more strength.” She released my wrist, leaving behind a bracelet of Kalothia’s blood. She laid her hand over my chest. “You have it in you already. Find it!”

      Argo lifted his head and sank his teeth into into my arm, his eyes fierce. Demanding. He had killed for me, suffered for me, bled for me. Now I would bleed for him.

      The pain anchored me. I gave myself over to it, screaming in agony  and effort as I pulled the ocean, the hurricane that was the Anavlisi away from Skia and into my body. There it raged, tearing me open and exposing all that I was to the sky. I convulsed, my jaw snapping shut on the knife hilt Bilal shoved between my teeth. Theio Giorgo hooked his hands under my arms. Alexi seized my jerking legs, and together they pulled me back from the water’s edge.

      I tried to warn them, to tell them to get back, but my body was no longer mine to command. My jaw, my tongue, my every muscle was locked. Each pulse of the Anavlisi’s power drew my muscles and ligaments tighter and tighter until I feared they would tear right off my bones.

      It’s coming. My head rolled on my shoulders. It’s coming NOW.

      A column of light split me into a thousand pieces and rushed for the clouds overhead. No—not to the clouds. To the moon, drawing her pale face from behind the veil of the eclipse.

      “You have the moon,” Amidra shouted in my ear. “Now find the earth. Touch her heart.”

      Tears streaming down my face, I pulled my mind down from the heavens. The earth had ceased its shaking, for the quake was inside me, and soon it would tear me apart. I had to release it down, down into the earth.

      “Chrysanthe!” Skia was still on her knees, her face contorted with despair and desperation as she called out to me. “Don’t do this—you could have anything, everything you ever wanted. You could have your family back. Have mercy, Chrysanthe, let them live—and let my Asen live with them.”

      In my mind’s eye, a ghostly tree reached for me, its branches rattling in a dry wind. My father’s voice echoed through the stones beneath my feet. I imagined him all alone, wandering the deepest caverns of the earth in search of my mother, in search of me.

      If Skia was right, it didn’t have to be this way. They could live.

      “No,” I choked. “No.”

      Something inside me broke—but I didn’t. Let my heart break, let every bone in my body splinter and crack before I let my grip falter. If I wavered now, all was lost. The only path forward was to turn my back on my desire—on my family. Argo and Paris howled, giving voice to my desolation. The surviving magoi chanted, their hands linked and raised overhead. Kori’s stone claws pressed into my chest.

      “Down, Chrysa!” Amidra’s voice cut through the storm. “Down, to the dark.”

      “To the stones,” Kori hissed.

      Theio Giorgo shivered and whispered, “To the damp.”

      I fell backward into darkness, through eons of packed earth and stone. Down and down to the world below… where, all at once, everything was as still as death.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirty-Three

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome, cousin.”

      Though I could see nothing, I felt Arpax beside me, and I smiled. The shrieking torrent of the Anavlisi’s power was contained, condensed into a tiny, glowing ember in my heart.

      “You said you wouldn’t fight,” I said. “You said I’d be grateful.”

      “So I did,” he agreed. “And so you are.”

      “Yes.” I sighed. “I’m so tired.”

      “Come, then, cousin. Relieve yourself of your burden.”

      My mind reached for Arpax and was received with surprising gentleness. He guided me deeper into the earth, to its heart. I held out a disembodied hand and Touched something vibrant and thrumming with life, solid and firm but branching out in every direction.

      “The world tree,” I murmured.

      “Yes,” Arpax said. “This is where the power was born. This is where you can give it back.”

      I took the ember of power, which was now as tiny as a seed. But my hand stilled, suspicion creeping around the edges of exhaustion.

      “The stories say you spend the year trying to chop down the world tree,” I said.

      Arpax laughed softly. “You of all people should know that the stories people tell aren’t always the truth. But you don’t have to trust me, cousin. Trust yourself.”

      The vitality of the world tree radiated from everywhere around and inside me, cool and invigorating yet also warm, comforting. Instead of pulling at my magic, as the Anavlisi had, the tree anchored me. Its roots twined around my bones, and I remembered sitting on my father’s shoulders, his hands firm and sure around my chubby ankles. Ghostly leaves caressed my face, and I felt my mother’s touch. Grief and joy welled up inside me, blossoming like a flower. An answering bud sprouted on the tree.

      Whatever the relationship between the Kallikantzaroi and the tree, I knew without a doubt that this was where the seed of power belonged. Arpax was silent—perhaps he’d even left. There was no one left to tell me what I should do. It was my choice, my responsibility. No one else’s.

      I planted the seed and opened my eyes on a world that looked like nothing I could understand. The interface, as Yiayia had called it, was gone. In its place was… the closest parallel would be music. Complex, dynamic interactions—beauty in motion. Knowledge without words.

      I knew, but could not sense in any way I understood, that Alexi wept over my prone form, that Theio Giorgo was calling my name. Paris and Argo’s tongues rasped over my face as they tried to revive me. A chorus of wolves rose in a haunting duet with the chanting of magoi. The stars blazed overhead in counterpoint to the falling moonbeams.

      And Skia…Skia’s Touch hovered over her own broken heart and eased her into sleep, where she would join her beloved Asen. A phalanx of benign Agnostoi—of angels—stood guard around her, their compassion shielding her from the grasping malice of their darker counterparts.

      Did she deserve the angels’ mercy? Maybe. She had lived decade after decade burning from the inside, haunted by injustice and driven not by greed but by desperation. But she had killed. Over and over, she had killed. She had hunted her own kind, destroyed families, crushed anyone who got in her way. She had injured or slaughtered half of my family and turned the other half against me. Maybe she had earned whatever fate the demons held in store for her.

      But maybe that was the point. Mercy wasn’t mercy without a crime to be pardoned. There could be no absolution without a sin. Yiayia had told me that it wasn’t my place to judge who was deserving and who wasn’t. Perhaps the angels believed that, too. Perhaps they didn’t see a villain defiled by her own darkness. They only saw a creature drowning in pain and offered succor.

      It was too big for me. I couldn’t forgive her. But part of me was glad that the angels could, that they could lay Skia’s broken soul to rest. She had suffered so deeply, for so many years…and now it was over.

      My heart trembled at the finality of Skia’s loss, and mine. One of the Agnostoi turned to me. She was…everything. Both and neither, always and never, light and dark, dawn and dusk. She was cruelty and compassion together, a paradox, terrible in her glory. I shrank away at her approach but forced myself to hold her gaze. Tenderness washed over me, brushing across my eyes like a kiss, or a feather-tipped wing.

      “Mother of Angels,” I whispered.

      And I slept.
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      The ash tree was flowering and had been for weeks. During those weeks, it had grown rapidly from seedling to sapling, and it now stood tall enough to cast some shade in the sunny clearing. A second ash tree stood beside it like a smaller sibling. This second seedling had sprung from my Touch, just as the first had. But this one I’d done on purpose, a memorial to Yiayia.

      I sat before them, leaning backwards on my hands with my legs outstretched. Argo grunted sleepily at my side, and Paris’ tongue flopped out of his mouth as he rolled onto his back with his legs splayed. The wind caressed my face, and I inhaled the fresh scents of summer. The tang of Mama’s perfume was gone. My mother rested at last.

      “There are visitors waiting for you,” a voice said close behind me.

      I turned and smiled at Amidra, who sat blinking solemnly in the sunlight. She’d lost the hesitancy she used to have outside of the darkness and shadows of the caves and now carried herself with regal grace. I grinned at her.

      “Your Majesty.”

      She cocked her head. “The neraida take no titles.”

      “I’m joking,” I assured her. “I only meant to congratulate you. The neraida couldn’t have chosen a better queen.”

      “I will serve my people as well as I am able,” she said. “And so will you, Maiden. You have done well.”

      I smiled. “I know.”

      With Amidra, there was no need for false modesty. My words were a simple statement of truth. After everything I’d been through, after everything I’d done, I no longer doubted my abilities, or my strength. I carried myself with pride and paid no attention to how people looked at me or what they said about me or my scars or my future. There was no room in my life for resentment or hurt feelings. Yiayia had told me to give aid wherever I could, and that’s what I did. I volunteered with the rebuilding effort in Kalochori, and I brought gifts of food and healing teas to the bereaved.

      To my surprise, Elena often accompanied me. Her presence soothed many of the townspeople, and, slowly, they began to trust me. It felt good. It felt right. Though I still struggled with my insecurities, I had lost my doubts. I knew what I was: a guardian, a protector, a healer.

      A magissa.
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      Alexi met me at the garden gate with a smile and a lingering kiss on the cheek. His smiles came easier these days, though his eyes often had a floating, unfocused quality that was sometimes unnerving. The dam he had constructed against his Sight had crumbled, and he accepted and acted on his visions as they came, as he had promised the Singers. Quiet word had spread of his talents, and the Touched and Untouched alike came seeking his counsel.

      With each person he helped, his bitterness had faded until he came to see his gift for the blessing it was. He even told his father—not everything, but enough. I rejoiced in Alexi’s newfound peace. He wasn’t afraid of himself anymore. He wasn’t afraid of me, either. He accepted all of me, without reservation. It was a gift I’d never thought I would receive.

      “They’re waiting for you,” Alexi said, smiling down at me.

      “Who?” I asked curiously.

      “Come and see.”

      I followed him to the house but paused for a moment to greet a tiny snake, the Ikouros of our nascent household. It hissed gently and rubbed its head against my finger before sliding away into the grass.

      Inside, I found an assortment of people that seemed almost comically incongruous: Theio Giorgo with Teli on one knee and Evangelia on the other; Bilal, deep in conversation with Theio Mitso; Theia Anna and Elena chatting easily with Sotiri and—my jaw dropped—Demetra.

      “Hello, Maiden,” Demetra said, her withered cheeks wrinkling in a smile as I bent to kiss her cheek.

      “I was just telling Kyria Demetra about your botany course,” Theia Anna said, gingerly patting Paris on the head when he came sniffing. “She seems to know quite a bit about medicinal plants.”

      “I’m sure she does,” I said, hiding a smile. “You have good timing, Kyria. Have you come to teach me?”

      “My timing has always been rather excellent,” she said tranquilly. “And, yes, I have.”

      “I’m so glad.” I took her hand and squeezed it gently. “And so grateful.”

      I had continued to study my craft as best I could under the guidance of Amidra and a few other carefully chosen members of the xotika, but it wasn’t like learning from another magissa. Though no one could replace Yiayia, I couldn’t think of a better teacher than Demetra.

      “Chrysa, tell me again. What other courses you’re taking?” Theia Anna shook her head and said to Demetra, “It seems so strange that you can earn a degree with just a computer these days. But so wonderful, too.”

      “I’m starting slow,” I said. “Just a couple of classes. Botany and neuroscience.”

      “That’s starting slow,” Alexi said, rolling his eyes.

      I swatted him. “I’m going to try a few different things, you know, figure out what I want to do. But I’m staying here, I know that.”

      Theia Anna beamed. “I’m so happy, koukla. I was secretly hoping you would stay, right from the beginning. At least I’ll get to keep one of you. Elena leaves for England in just two weeks.”

      “England?” I asked in surprise. “I thought you were going to Athens.”

      Elena blushed. “I was pulled off the wait list at Oxford. I got the letter today.”

      “Congratulations,” I said, and I meant it. She offered me a shy smile in return.

      “I’ve been meaning to tell you,” she said in a lower voice. “I gave Litsa that salve you made for her face.”

      I bit my lip. “Did she take it?”

      Elena shook her head, her eyes sad. “I’m sorry. She’s still pretty bitter.”

      “She has reason to be,” I said with a sigh. “Thanks for trying, though.”

      “Of course.” She patted my hand. “She’ll come around eventually.”

      I smiled in thanks, if not agreement. Litsa could very well hate me forever, and I didn’t blame her. I couldn't regret my decision to choose Argo and Paris over Litsa, but neither could I expect her to forgive me. Some things, once sacrificed, were lost forever.

      But, despite all I’d lost, I had so much to be grateful for. My home, a blessing itself, was blessed so many times over with life and love.

      “Thank you all,” I said, looking at each person in turn. “I’m so grateful we’re all here together.”

      “A toast,” Sotiri cried. “Giorgo, where’s the tsipuro?”

      Theio Giorgo brought out a bottle of the homemade plum brandy, explaining to Teli that it was only for grownups and that he could have juice instead, and poured each of us a small glass.

      We toasted to family, to the future, to life, to everything and anything we could think of. My family stayed late into the night, talking and laughing with the ease and comfort I had longed for and which had seemed so impossible the year before. Theia Anna, Theio Mitso, and the kids left after Teli had fallen asleep in his ice cream, then Sotiri, then Alexi. Finally, Theio Giorgo and Bilal excused themselves with exaggerated yawns, leaving me alone with Demetra. She slid her feet out from under the slumbering Argo and took my hands.

      “I never met your mother,” she said. “But I know her by the daughter she raised. She would be proud of the magissa you have become.”

      I bowed my head, both in acknowledgment and emotion. When I looked at her again, it was with a smile.

      “There’s nothing to run from anymore,” I told her. “I hope you’ll stay and make your home with us.”

      “Haven’t I said I’ve come to teach you?” She patted my cheek and shuffled off toward the bedrooms. “Get some sleep, my girl. We begin at dawn.”
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      And so my fairy tale came to a close. Not an ending—because tales never really end, do they? The thread of a story continues on, long after our words cease. Our words, in turn, outlive the lips that speak them, perhaps the only true immortality we can ever know. Maybe someday my story will be told again, and maybe it will begin as so many fairy tales do, with a spark and a seed.

      Once upon a time, a baby girl was born.
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